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The current study attempts to incorporate an institutional framework to understand 
the subjective meaning that teachers attribute to their work and workplace, as well as 
the complex process of meaning negotiation that the teachers undertake when they are 
facing changes in the institutional environment in which the school as an organization 
is embedded. In-depth interview is used to obtain information from the teachers' 
perspective as front-line practitioners in the education system. Examination of this 
process is highly significant because it helps us to understand the often misplaced 
emphasis on workload in analysis of teachers' work pressure in public discussion and 
academic literature, which might not reflect the whole picture. This paper argues that 
through situating teachers' response to the reform in the relevant socio-historical 
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Chapter 1 Workplace and Reality 
An Important Question Unasked 
"First of all, I don't clearly know the detail arrangement of the 'education reform', I 
only know that there is one thing and that's Benchmarking (ifffift) 1, I don't clearly 
know the others really. Er ... " 
"[ IJ wonder ... is BCA[Basic Competence Assessment J 2 part of the education 
reform?" 
(From informant Mary, a przmary school teacher) 
The above quotes are taken from one of the informants during an in-depth interview, which 
aptly sums up the confusion that teachers now have regarding the education reform in Hong 
Kong. Albeit there are many reports on teachers' intense workload and pressure, this 
quotation has revealed a crucial yet often ignored aspect of teachers' situation. At least some 
teachers have failed to make sense of the many changes effected during the post-handover 
reform and have been confused and worn out as front -line practitioners in the education 
system. However, few researches have been conducted to examine whether and how teachers 
come to understand and then respond to these changes in their workplace. It is argued that 
examining this process is fundamental and it constitutes an important contribution to our 
understanding of how people make sense of and respond to social and institutional changes. 
The existing- literature, however, has largely concentrated on the issue of workload and 
pressure and tried to pinpoint the principal source. Few researches have been conducted to 
understand the complex response of teachers and the subjective meaning that they attribute to 
these responses in view of the conflicting institutional requirements that they face and the 
1 This refers to the requirement of taking the language benchmarking test designed to evaluate teacher 's 
language proficiency. This applies to teachers who teach languages like English or Mandarin as their main 
subject. 
2 Basic Competence Assessment (BCA) is designed for primary and secondary school students to assess their 
learning outcomes. 
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practical difficulties in which they encounter in their everyday workplace. Existing literature 
has taken an approach that focused on either the empowerment of teachers in terms of 
professional development or the entrapment and victimization of teachers under the 
government's policies (see Tsang 1998 and Ho 2006). It is argued that both of these 
researches take professionalism of teacher as a given and are thus inadequate in explaining 
the origin and changes of professionalism as a socially-constructed concept that is open to 
re-interpretation (Johnson 1972). 
In the policy arena, the debates have similarly centered on issues of the amount of workload 
and what is the principal source of teachers' pressure. The official report released by 
"Committee on Teachers' Work,,3 insisted that teachers' stress originated from various 
spheres and that "education reform" was not the principal cause for the tension that led to the 
widely-reported suicide committed by two teachers in early 2006 (Ho 2006). The report said 
that the acute pressure of teachers has multiple causes and the entire blame should not be 
placed upon "education reform". The report identified at least five major sources of pressure, 
namely (1) diversity in terms of ability and motivation to learn among students, (2) 
expectations and demands of stakeholders, 3) educational changes including curriculum 
reform, internal and external evaluation, 4) school management and 5) benchmarking test and 
other relevant assessment4 . Other unofficial reports on this issue released by various parties, 
including Professional Teachers' Union (~WW*A~t1%1t) Education Convergence (~W 
~zp~1t), The Hong Kong Primary Education Research Association (f)]~~j(WtitF~~1t) and 
Education Department from Hong Kong Baptist University, however, suggest otherwise. For 
example, Professional Teachers' Union, the largest union for teachers in Hong Kong that took 
3 A committee has been formed to investigate the pressure that teachers face during the education reform, in 
response to the allegation that the education reform has put unbearable pressure on the teachers and has 
resulted in two suicide incidents committed by teachers in early 2006 (Ho 2006). 
4 Wen Wei Po "Implication from Teachers ' Work Committee Report" (translated) on 25th December 2006. 
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on a more aggressive stance, released another report around the same time which insisted that 
the major sources of teachers' stress are related to various aspects touched upon by the 
"education reform".5 Notwithstanding the various political standpoints that drove these 
reports, there is a similar emphasis on the issue of teachers' pressure and teachers' workload 
but a different interpretation of the various factors in understanding the situation of teachers' 
workplace.6 
While the reports have shown recognition that there are changing and different, if not 
contradictory, conceptions of what teachers' work should be at the heart of the debate, 
however, it is unclear how these conflicting conceptions of teachers' work affect the teachers' 
everyday workplace and how do the teachers respond to these issues. In this thesis, it is 
argued that focusing too much on the present craze for educational reform might lead us to 
forget that it has already been some time when talk of education reform has prevailed even 
before the handover of Hong Kong. The changes arising from the recent educational reforms 
only exacerbate the pressure felt in the acute and unique position that teachers occupy as an 
occupation. A socio-historical perspective must be utilized to delineate the sources of tensions 
and 'problems' of the education system that the teachers now face, before any kind of 
meaningful 'remedy' can be realistically planned and implemented. A point of departure must 
be taken in arguing for and defining the terms that sets the present discussion. 
Educational Reform is not something new .. . 
The concept of reform is ambiguous and it is particularly worthwhile to take note of its 
5 Hong Kong Economic Journal "Unofficial version of Teachers' Pressure Survey" (translated) on 2nd 
September 2006; Singpao "Education Reform Policy put Huge Pressure on Teachers" (translated) on 7th 
December 2006; Mingpao "Different results from different reports on teachers' pressure survey" (translated) 
on 21 st December 2006; The Sun "97% teachers' pressure increases because of education reform" (translated) 
on 21 st December 2006. 
6 Hong Kong Economic Journal "Different Interpretation of Teachers' Pressure" (translated) on 23rd September 
2006. 
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contesting nature. Ho (2006) has reviewed the past literature and pointed out that there are at 
least three different conceptions regarding the starting point of "educational reform". One of 
the conceptions has it that the educational reform actually started when a comprehensive 
review was conducted by an expatriate committee in 1982. The second conception has it that 
the educational reform started in 1991 when the consultation paper regarding the aim of 
education was released which caused a "reform of educational culture". The third conception 
has it that the educational reform started in the post-handover period when another 
consultation paper entitled Education Blueprint for the 21st Century--Review of Academic 
System: Aims of Education together with the subsequent documents relating to education 
reform was released. The third conception is the most familiar one to the teachers and is 
widely used in public discussion at the time of this research, therefore, in this thesis the term 
"educational reform" is used specifically to refer the post-handover reform so as to avoid 
confusion. However, it must be noted that this "education reform" is only one of the newest 
additions in the context of a long continual series of reforms (Tsang 2006). 
As discussed above, the newest wave of post-handover reform is certainly not something new 
in Hong Kong. The last time when the colonial government undertook a comprehensive 
review of the education system, it has resulted in the publication of the documents Hong 
Kong Education System in 1981 and A Perspective on Education in Hong Kong (generally 
known as the Llewellyn Report) in 1982. The Education Commission, the forerunner of the 
Education Bureau (EDB), was then set up to review the suggestion laid down in the Llewellyn 
Report and to implement any that it found suitable. From 1984 to 1997, a total of 391 reform 
suggestions have been published by the Education Commission, excluding the numerous 
reports issued by other relevant committees. Both the number and scope of "reforms" have 
been wide-ranging and put much pressure upon teachers, students, school management and 
parents as well. The changes proposed cover many aspects including curriculum, assessment, 
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academic structure, teacher professionalism, teacher education and so on (Tsang 2006). 
However, for over twenty years it has been perceived that the education system itself is 
inadequate. This is the image conveyed by the two aforementioned major reviews on the 
educational system. Such kind of negative image has somehow escalated to a degree that is of 
widespread concern in recent years due to the effort put in by some government officials. The 
imagination that immediate and drastic reforms of the education system are required rests on 
this immanent sense of crisis of education, i.e. the education system is to be blamed for all 
kinds of failures (Tsang 2006). To illustrate with some more concrete examples in Hong 
Kong, Tsang (2006) has comprehensively reviewed the public discourse surrounding issues 
of reform during the post-handover period and has delineated four major themes therein. One 
of the major themes was that the entire education system and its practitioners within were 
portrayed to be a total failure. Teachers were one of the "Three Big Mountains" ( ,**LlI) 7 
to successful reforms as commented by a government official. This aptly points out that the 
agenda for the post-handover wave of reform was justified on grounds that the existing 
education system and the practitioners within were to be blamed for all kinds of wrongdoing. 
Then it became possible for policymakers to put forward their envisioned plan of reform. 
This situation is not limited to Hong Kong but is also evident in other places as well. As will 
be shown in the next section, this is closely related to a trend of education reform worldwide. 
Rhetoric of Educational Reform is everywhere ... 
All these reforms on the surface stem from the pursuit of quality education occasioned in 
Hong Kong. Characterized by some scholars and government officials as the "Quality 
Assurance Movement" (Cheng 2002: 41) or "Quality Education Movement" (Tse 2005: 99) in 
7 The other two of the "Three Big Mountains" ( - g[*~.n are school principals and the education department 
(Tsang 2006). 
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education, the search for quality education seems to be a natural development and is thus 
taken-for-granted. It is justified entirely by the necessity due to the conditions of Hong Kong 
at the time after a period of quantitative expansion during 1960s to 1970s. However, this kind 
of pursuit for quality in education can be argued to be a global phenomenon (Tsang 2006). 
Similar advocacy for reforms is also evidenced in other countries such as United States (US), 
United Kingdom (UK) and other countries in the Asia-pacific region, including Japan and 
Korea. Moreover, the policy-makers of these countries employed very similar strategies in 
promoting and implementing those reforms in their respective countries. The implementation 
of standardized curriculum and standard-based tests of achievement and competence for 
students, teachers and schools are justified on the basis of a negative portrayal of the existing 
education system and the teachers for lacking efficiency or effectiveness, i.e. failing to 
achieve high academic standards, and for a host of other problems as well. Policy-makers 
often argue that drastic proposal to change the education system must be put into 
implementation in order to ensure the accountability to the public and the delivery of quality 
output, which has often resulted in subjecting the teachers and schools to external review of 
standard and competence (Cuban 1990; Labaree 1992; McNamara 1992; Murray 1992; 
Barten et al. 1994; Chen & Guo 2000; Day 2000; McCulloch 2000, 2001 ; Broadfoot 2001; 
Furlong 2001; Philips 2001; Lortie 2002; Kariya 2002; Cave 2003; Kim 2004). Emergent 
vocabularies and ideas have entered into the public discourse during these debates and many 
of them have their equivalent counterparts in Hong Kong as well , examples include 
accountability, comprehensive review of school quality, site-based or school-based 
management, competition or marketization, teacher certification and so on (Choi & Wong 
2003; Liu & Tao 2005; Tsang 2006). 
However, before we begin to analyze the effects of these changes upon the education system, 
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we must first ask an important question: why do we always feel that the education system is 
inadequate? Many people seem ready to accept this negative portrayal of education system 
when the policy makers present such an image to us . Even the teachers themselves, as 
practitioners and the ones being attacked in the negative portrayal, do not necessarily resist 
these calls for reform. This alone is worthy of our attention regarding this seemingly 
taken-for-granted sense for the "need" to reform and the associated call for reform (Kariya 
2002). More importantly, this thesis tries to ask the question of how the teachers make sense 
of these educational changes. It is argued that by studying the process of how they make 
sense of these changes, we can gain a better understanding of how the teachers actually 
respond to these said changes, and thereby we can gain a better understanding of how people 
make sense of and respond to social and institutional change. In the following section, I will 
first review the major sociological theories studying education and then I will propose a 
theoretical framework of how to understand this sense-making process of teachers within the 
reform context. 
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2.1 Literature Review 
From functional and conflict to institutional perspective of education system 
Internal vs. External factors as the engine of change 
In explaining about the effect of and the changes in the education system of a society, 
scholars working with functional and the conflict paradigm have tended to focus on the 
internal factors of a society (Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997). On the one hand, 
theorists from the functional perspective have asserted that the education system serves the 
needs and ensures the survival of a society as a whole and changes accordingly when the 
conditions of the society change. Thus, systematic mass education system has arisen to 
inculcate necessary values in and to facilitate the integration of individuals into the 
increasingly modem and differentiated society (Parsons 1959; Durkheim 1961, 1984; 
Ballentine 1997; Sadvonik 2001). On the other hand, theorists from the conflict perspective 
have asserted that the education system serves the interest of the dominant class or status 
group by providing legitimacy to and reproducing the stratification structure of a society. 
Thus, any changes in the education system arise as a result of the conflict among different 
classes or status groups (Collins 1971; Bourdieu & Passeron 1977; Saha & Zubrzycki 1997; 
Pincus 2002; Hum 2002). 
There are, however, commonalities between these two apparently contradictory perspectives 
and empirical results have not consistently supported either perspective. Although the 
aforesaid perspectives have different orientation when examining the education system, both 
of them share the same view that the education system performs the function of selecting and 
allocating individuals into different positions within the society. Both approaches have 
basically accepted this as given and uncontested, only its purposes and consequences are 
being disputed. The effects of school upon students are also seen as a result of the internal 
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conditions of school (Ramirez & Meyer 1980; Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997). 
Comparative analyses of education systems, however, have shown that worldwide expansion 
in mass schooling, particularly in primary school, are unrelated to the level of political and 
economic development of individual nations (Meyer el al. 1977; Meyer & Rannan 1979; 
Meyer, Ramirez & Soysal 1992; Benavot 1997; Chabbott & Ramirez 2000). It is also 
observed that the development of national curricula has shown a similar trend in terms of 
content and emphases and a high degree of standardization worldwide, which are 
independent of the level of political and economic development of the nations (Benavot et al. 
1992; Kamens, Meyer & Benavot 1996; Benavot 1997; Chabbott & Ramirez 2000; 
McEneaney & Meyer 2000). This has challenged both the functional and conflict 
perspectives' assertion that changes in education system should result from changes in local 
conditions (Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997). In addition, the empirical researches 
regarding the effect of school upon students have found no consistent results in drawing 
causal relationship between or pinpointing specific mechanism that relates particular 
structural properties of schools to the changes in student achievement; this has challenged the 
assumption of direct linkage or tight "coupling" (Weick 1976; Meyer & Rowan 1992a) 
between organizational characteristics of the school and the effect produced in or the changes 
we observed among students (Dreeban 2000; Gamoran, Secada & Marrett 2000; Bidwell 
2001; Rallinan 2001; Shouse 2002). 
Education as an Institution 
Institutional theorists have provided alternative interpretations of this phenomenon and 
argued that the external factors of a society may also be important in explaining about the 
effects of and changes in the education system of that society (Morrow & Torres 1995). They 
argue that schools are a type of "loosely-coupled" organization (Weick 1976; Meyer & 
Rowan 1992a), meaning that there may not be any direct or necessary linkage between 
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organizational characteristics of a school and its outcome of changes in student achievement 
(Benavot 1997; Gamoran, Secada & Marrett 2000; Bidwell 2001; Hallinan 2001), embedded 
in an institutional environment that includes "the rules and belief systems as well as the 
relational networks that arise in the broader societal context" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 14). 
These rules, beliefs systems and networks are and reflect "institutionalized cultural rules" 
(Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987: 12) shared in society that define what it means to be a school 
(Benavot 1997). By conforming to and incorporating these institutionalized rules into the 
formal structure, a school's legitimacy is maintained. The formal structure of the school is a 
reflection of these shared cultural rules that are institutionalized in society, and is thus 
carefully monitored and evaluated to ensure conformity. Local governments also derive both 
internal and external legitimacy, i.e. both at home and abroad, by incorporating these 
institutionalized rules into the formal structure of its own education system, i.e. becoming 
more "isomorphic" in formal structure with education systems in other nations (DiMaggio & 
Powell 1991; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997; Meyer 
et al. 1997). 
Institutional theorists argue that this is a response to the world ideology rather than to the 
needs of their own nations (Morrow & Torres 1995). The organization of modem school 
system worldwide is highly standardized and hierarchical in a sense that the students are 
clearly divid~d by rationalized criteria, such as age, ability level and academic tracks (Yair 
2003). This reflects the pervasiveness of a universal model of modem school system that is 
shared among nations, with standardized national goal for education, rules for compulsory 
school attendance and universal expansion in all levels of schools (Boli, Ramirez & Meyer 
1985; Meyer & Rowan 1992a; Benavot 1997; Gamoran, Secada & Marrett 2000; Bidwell 
2001; Hallinan 2001; Yair 2003; Frank & Meyer 2007). Institutionalists further linked this 
process with the state and citizenship building where the nation-state model is 
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institutionalized at the world level and shared worldwide (Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 
1997). The model includes institutionalized rules in defining what a modern nation should be 
like in economic, political and educational aspects and thus by following and incorporating 
these rules, individual nation thus derives legitimacy to be a legitimate member among other 
modem nation states (Meyer 1977; Meyer & Hannan 1979; Meyer et al. 1997). Meyer (1977) 
argued that education is fundamental in this process by conferring legitimate status to 
individuals by creating and incorporating them as citizens into the various spheres within the 
society (Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997). 
The same kind of approach can be used to explain the worldwide prevalence of reforms 
starting from mid-1970s (Cuban 1990; Tsang 2006). It is observed that since the mid-1970s in 
every region of the world there are widespread vision and plan identified as "education 
reform" in nations of varying levels of economic development and of differing political 
regimes (Ginsburg et al. 1990). For example, the same advocacy for reforms is evidenced in 
many countries including United States (Cuban 1990; Labaree 1992; Murray 1992), United 
Kingdom (Barton et al. 1994; McCulloch 2000, 2001; Phillips & Furlong 2001) and other 
countries in the Asia-pacific region (Chen & Guo 2000), including Japan (Kariya 2002; Cave 
2003), Korea (Kim 2004) and Hong Kong (Choi & Wong 2003; Choi 2005; Tsang 2006). 
Emergent vocabularies and ideas have entered into the public discourse during these debates 
and many of them have their equivalent counterparts in Hong Kong as well, examples include 
accountability to the public, teacher certification, comprehensive review of school quality, 
site-based or school-based management, competition or marketization and so on (Choi & 
Wong 2003; Liu & Tao 2005; Tsang 2006). 
Such prevalence of similar reforms across nations of varying conditions cannot be readily 
explained away by the needs of individual nations or the conflicts of particular classes or 
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status groups of individual nations (Ginsburg et al. 1990~ Lawton 1992). It is argued that 
these reforms and the related educational changes are a reflection of the changes in the 
"modem world system" (Ramirez & Meyer 1980~ Boli, Ramirez & Meyer 1985) or "world 
cultural model" (Meyer et al. 1997: 158) that defines both the nation state and citizen, which 
constitute the institutional environment in which schools are embedded, capable of 
influencing schools in a variety of ways and granting legitimacy to those schools whose 
formal structures conform to what is defined in the cultural model (Ramirez & Meyer 1980~ 
Boli, Ramirez & Meyer 1985~ Ginsburg et al. 1990~ Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b~ Meyer & 
Scott 1992~ Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992~ Morrow & Torres 1995~ Benavot 1997~ Meyer et al. 
1997). 
The central argument of institutional theorists in positing the source of change outside of 
school has exerted significant influence upon the way schools are depicted and analyzed in 
the field of organizational analysis. Earlier organizational analysts have taken an approach 
that assumes direct linkage between organizational characteristics, or those constituting the 
formal structure, and organizational output, and thus tried to the output, i.e. student 
achievement, to specific characteristics, i.e. endogenous conditions, of the school; yet as 
discussed above, this approach has yielded mixed if not contradictory results. Later 
organizational analysts working with the institutional perspective have recognized the lack of 
direct linkage thereof and proposed a different approach in understanding the relationship 
between the organizational characteristics, or those constituting the formal structure, and the 
organizational output and argued that these characteristics are not meant to be producing 
output (Bidwell1965, 2001~ Barr and Dreeban 1983; Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997; 
Shouse 2002; Dreeban 2000; Gamoran, Secada & Marrett 2000; Hallinan 2001). 
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Coupling, Decoupling and beyond 
Earl y Institutionalists working in the field of organizational analysis have posited and 
introduced the concept of "loose-coupling" (Weick 1976) to capture the apparent lack of 
linkage between formal structure of an organization and its actual activities, in other words 
loose-coupling means that "the structure is disconnected from its work activity, and work 
activity is disconnected from its effect" (Meyer & Rowan 1992a: 71). Meyer and Rowan 
(1992) argued that schools are a type of loosely-coupled organization, in which the 
day-to-day activities of teaching and learning are not subject to close supervision, l.e. 
loosely-coupled, from its formal structure. 
There are important reasons why schools are loosely-coupled organizations. De-coupling, or 
disconnecting the linkage between structure and activity as well as activity and effect, works 
in two aspects: it protects the formal structure from practical inconsistencies arisen in daily 
activities of the school that may put the formal structure in question; it also protects the 
classroom process from inconsistent or competing requirements in formal structure that may 
interfere with the daily activities of the organization. On the one hand, the formal structure is 
tightly coupled with and reflects the institutionalized rules in the wider institutional 
environment to maintain the legitimacy and thereby secure resources for the survival of the 
organization. Inspection of daily activity is avoided as far as possible so as not to uncover 
discrepancies 'between formal structure and daily activities that may threaten the legitimacy 
of the organization. On the other hand, de-coupling allows schools to buffer the daily activity 
from inconsistent or sometimes competing institutional rules reflected in the formal structure. 
If the daily activities of the schools are tightly-coupled with environment that might contain 
inconsistent or contradictory requirements, then the daily activities will be seriously 
interfered when there are changes or incorporation of competing institutional rules in its 
formal structure (Weick 1976; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, 
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Scott & Deal 1992; Benavot 1997; Garnoran, Secada & Marrett 2000; Bidwe1l2001; Hallinan 
2001). 
Later Institutionalists have raised doubts towards the concept of de-coupling and argued that 
the situation is much more complicated than that. Some scholars have indeed argued that 
de-coupling is a process with various dimensions instead of just a state at a particular time 
point (Orten & Weick 1990, cited in Hallett & Ventresca 2006; Spillane & Burch 2006). 
Empirical research findings are also inconsistent on whether and how the changes in the 
institutional environment do affect how teaching and learning are conducted in classroom. 
Multiple and varied responses to the changes in the institutional environment are exhibited in 
organizational and individual level (Cuban 1993; Bidwell 2001; Cobum 2004; Meyer & 
Rowan 2006; Rowan 2006a, 2006b; Spillane & Burch 2006). 
Cobum's (2004) comprehensive review has pointed out that studies have yet to reach a 
definite conclusion about whether teachers have autonomy to respond in different ways to 
changes in the institutional environment. It is argued that these researches have focused on 
different aspects of the institutional environment and individual's response and thus have 
arrived at seemingly contradictory results, but these results are not incompatible because 
institutions are constraining and enabling at the same time (Berger & Luckmann 1966). In 
any case, Cobum (2004: 214) has rightly pointed out the central role of teachers in mediating 
between changes in institutional environment and classroom practice, and how teachers make 
sense of and interpret these changes have significant impact upon how they respond. 
It is further argued that the confusion and apparently contradictory findings are a result of the 
lack of a systematic framework of the sense-making process of individuals in the micro-level. 
Only when this framework is available can the process of decoupling be systematically 
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delineated and discussed; and it then becomes possible to pinpoint more specifically what is 
or is not coupled, and what is coupled to what. 
The significance of this sense making process is not confined to individual level as this 
process is an important linkage between the macro and micro institutional process. It is 
important to point out that when individuals are making sense of the changes in the 
institutional environment, individuals are at the same time attributing meaning (Weber 1978) 
to those changes. Westenholz, Pedersen and Dobbin (2006) have urged for greater attention 
among the institutionalists regarding how meaning is constructed and attributed within an 
organization instead of only focusing on the macro diffusion process, and argued that this 
process constitutes an integral part of the institutionalization process. In addition, Pedersen & 
Dobbin (2006) have argued that we must examine closely how people make sense of 
emergent ideas from the environment and how the emergent practice is actually implemented. 
It is thus argued that any sense-making framework must encompass aspects of ideas, 
practices and meaning, and that this process serves as an important integral part of the 
institutionalization process. In the following, I will try to outline the important elements of 
and present a systematic framework of this sense-making process. 
Meaning negotiation process 
Ideas and practice 
It is always assumed that our behaviors and actions correspond to the concepts and ideas used 
to describe them. But this correspondence is the result of a negotiation process through 
meaning (Weber 1978~ Berger & Luckmann 1966~ Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987~ Scott 1994~ 
Wuthnow 1987 ~ Westenholz, Perdersen & Dobbin 2006~ Hallentt & Ventresca 2006). The 
significance of meaning in what human beings do individually and in relation to each other is 
recognized by Weber, who has defined human action as "we shall speak of action insofar as 
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the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning in his behavior, be it overt or covert, 
omission or acquiescence", and social action as "action is social insofar as its subjective 
meaning takes account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course" (Weber 
1978: 4). This implies that meaning is integral to the understanding of human actions. It is 
important to point out that Weber has recognized that there is always a possibility that such 
process of orientation towards others will result in misunderstanding and conflict. It is only 
when this mutual orientation is capable of establishing a shared pattern or habit will 
institutionalization becomes possible. 
As Berger and Luckmann (1966: 72) have argued, "institutionalization only occurs when 
there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized actions by types of actors. What must be 
stressed are the reciprocity of institutional typification and the typicality of not only the 
actions but also the actors in institutions. The typifications of habitualized actions that 
constitute institutions are always shared ones". The keyword here is sharing and the 
implication is this: examining how and why people contest on meanings and what determines 
shared meanings are achieved are central to our understanding to the institutionalization 
process. 
The attention to meaning is also echoed by institutionalists who call attention to the meaning 
system as one of the "component elements" of an institution (Scott 1994: 56). Meyer, Boli & 
Thomas (1987: 13) have defined "institutions as cultural rules giving collective meaning and 
value to particular entities and activities, integrating them into the larger schemas". Given the 
central role of meaning in institutions, it requires some explanation of what is meant by 
meaning, which will be discussed below. 
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Meaning 
Wuthnow (1987: 65) has acutely observed that "meaning has many meanings". He has 
pointed out that meaning can refer firstly to a subjective state of or what is attributed to a 
symbol by an individual, secondly to an attribute of a symbol that is contingent upon the 
context in which an individual is situated, or thirdly to part of the message that is 
communicated between individuals, which apparently bears no relationships to the subjective 
or internal state of any individual in particular. While the first conception relegates the 
problem of meaning to an individual level, yet it becomes difficult or even problematic to 
ascertain the internal state of an individual or to assert the sharing of a meaning. While the 
second conception treats the meaning as an attribute of the symbol contingent on both 
individual and context, which might suggest a possible objectivity of meaning, however it is 
again very difficult to ascertain any definite meaning of a particular symbol and there are 
infinite combinations of individuals and contexts that may lead to infinite number of possible 
meanings (Wuthnow 1987). 
Wuthnow (1987) further pointed out that the third conception paradoxically turns around the 
problem of meaning and focuses on how meaning is communicated instead of what meaning 
is communicated, and the primary concern of this conception is the arrangement of and the 
relation among symbols. Indeed by focusing on this, it becomes possible to speak of shared 
meanings as a sharing of "discourse and behavior" (Wuthnow 1987: 65) which is externally 
observable. However, it is argued that it becomes very problematic to speak of any meaning 
without the individuals in this process and we should not lose sight of the multifarious 
meanings attributed to these discourses and behaviors by individuals (Weber 1978), or else 
we would be missing the whole point. Meanings, or how one explains about the those 
discourses, behaviors and the linkage thereof, are created by real individuals who actively 
interpret and make sense of these discourses and behaviors and possibly re-interpret existing 
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discourses and behaviors or make up new ones. It is particularly important when we try to 
examine changes in shared meaning in the institution, i.e. changes in these discourses and 
behaviors (Berger & Luckmann 1966; Weber 1978; Wuthnow 1987). However, a balance 
must be maintained between focusing on the individuals and focusing on the relationship 
between symbols. How meaning in the individual (micro) level becomes linked to the 
collective (macro) level is the question of legitimation that is part and partial to the 
institutionalization process, which will be discussed below (Berger & Luckmann 1966; 
Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
Legitimation 
Berger and Luckmann (1966: 112-113) have outlined systematically four analytically distinct 
levels of legitimation that starts from traditional pre-theoretical explanations that is built into 
a word, to pragmatic rudimentary th~oretical propositions linked to specific action, to explicit 
formal theories of a differentiated body of knowledge, to the most elaborate explanations 
with reference to an abstract symbolic universe that integrates different spheres of meaning 
and experience in its totality. While this serves as a very important starting point but it is not 
without its problems. Wuthnow (1987) has pointed out that this framework over emphasizes 
on rational consistency and implies a progression from less to more elaborate in both the 
scope and degree of elaboration. More importantly, it is argued that this best applies to a 
situation where a certain institution is well established and legitimated, yet it is inadequate in 
situation where there are rapid changes such that the concept, the action, the linkage thereof 
and the reasons rationalizing and legitimating the linkage are open to negotiation. Before any 
rationalization and legitimation have been established, even particular linkage between word 
and action becomes problematic. 
Recognizing that the aforementioned four levels of legitimation are only the end result of 
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negotiation, this thesis thus takes Berger and Luckmann's (1966) framework as a point of 
departure and tries to re-examine this legitimation process. Based on their framework, it is 
argued that four elements can be analytically distinguished which together constitute the 
framework of the meaning negotiation process, namely: the word, the action, the linkage 
between word and action, and the explanation. It is argued that the word corresponds to the 
idea; the action corresponds to the practice. While both word and explanation can be part of 
the discourse, it is further argued that we should analytically distinguish the discourses into 
the ideas and the explanations for the linkage between the ideas and practice in order to avoid 
confusion between the idea as word for designation, and the explanations as those words that 
seek to rationalize and legitimate the linkage between the idea and practice. 
It follows that making sense of the idea and of the practice, linking up the two, and 
explaining and rationalizing the linkage are the four important steps of this meanIng 
negotiation process. While it is undoubtedly implicit in the framework of legitimation of 
Berger and Luckmann (1966), it must be reiterated and made explicit that legitimation is a 
process of how shared meaning is achieved and it applies to both the discourses and 
behaviors, which include the idea, the practice, the linkage of the two, and the explanations 
given that rationalize and legitimate the linkage. According to Wuthnow (1987: 65), shared 
meaning is a sharing of "discourse and behavior", thus it follows that legitimation is a process 
of sharing of discourse and behaviors, which include the idea, the practice, the linkage 
between the two, and the explanations given that rationalize and legitimate the linkage. 
I have presented and explained the important elements and the rationale for the framework of 
meaning negotiation process and I hereby formally defined meaning negotiation process as 
"the process through which individuals make use of ideas to make sense of their practice", 
and that this process comprises four steps which are: making sense of the idea, making sense 
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of the practice, linking the two together, and explaining and rationalizing the linkage. 
Intellectual enquiry of this thesis 
Recent! y, there have been calls for attention to and more researches focusing on the 
micro-level processes through which individuals make sense and attribute meanIngs to 
macro-level changes in the institutions that constitutes an important linkage between the 
institutionalization processes in both the micro and macro levels (Coburn 2004; Westenholz, 
Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). This lack of attention to the micro institutional process might have 
stemmed from the concern in the early stage of development of the institutional theory. The 
early focus on macro-institutional processes and the stress on the exogenous influences over 
the endogenous influences might have arisen because the early institutionalists were trying to 
set themselves apart from the then dominant functional and conflict paradigms. Thus, they 
have stressed the widely shared nature of institutions and posits the influence of institutions 
to be all encompassing, i.e. pertaining to who one is, what one does, how one relate to each 
other within the organization, which is different from the emphasis that the functional and 
conflict paradigms have put on the endogenous factors in influencing individual behaviors 
within organizations (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Scott 1992; Morrow & Torres 
1995). There is recognition by later institutionalists that the over-emphasis on macro-process 
might lead to a number of problems. It is argued that the institutionalists have blind-folded 
themselves voluntarily to an important aspect of the institutional process, i.e. how 
institutional process is carried out in the micro-level. Indeed under this over-emphasis on the 
widely shared and all-encompassing nature of institutions, it is unclear how difference and 
change can arise and it is doubtful that any genuine resistance is compatible with and can 
exist in this framework (Powell & DiMaggio 1991; Coburn 2004; Meyer & Rowan 2006; 
Rowan 2006a; Pedersen & Dobbin 2006; Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
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However, these criticisms are not intended to disqualify the contributions that early 
institutionalists have made. Yet I must also argue that while it was acceptable to push the 
argument to the extreme for the sake of establishing one's research agenda in the past, it will 
lead to the ultimate collapse of the whole institutional theory if later institutionalists continue 
to blindfold themselves by emphasizing too much on the widely shared and all-encompassing 
nature of institutions. 
My thesis thus represents an attempt to shed light on this process and to provide a systematic 
framework to clear confusion about coupling and de-coupling. More importantly, this thesis 
examines how meanings are constructed and attributed to those changes along the two 
dimensions of ideas and practice, and how these are negotiated at in the workplace level. I 
argue that my thesis represents an important effort to contribute to the development of 
institutional theory by tendering a systematic framework of meaning negotiation process to 
delineate and describe the processes at play when individuals try to make sense of and 
respond to the changes that they face. Such framework draws attention to both aspects of the 
idea and practice and the requisite steps in meaning formation through the meaning 
negotiation process which, it is argued, constitutes an integral part in the institutionalization 
process in the micro-level (Cobum 2004; Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
I further argue that this sense-making process has to be situated in the context of the wider 
intellectual enquiry of delineating the effect or influence, if any, of the changes in the 
institutional environment, which is defined as including "the rules and belief systems as well 
as the relational networks that arise in the broader societal context" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 14), 
upon the schools, or more specifically the individual teachers in the schools, as organizations 
embedded in the institutional environment. It is reiterated that the process of how teachers 
make sense of and attribute meanings to these changes is firstly central for delineating the 
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extent and the aspect of decoupling between formal structure and actual activities In an 
organization (Cobum 2004), and secondly this process constitutes an important integral part 
of the institutionalization process at both micro and macro level (Westenholz, Pedersen & 
Dobbin 2006). 
In terms of the development of institutional theory in general, my thesis attempts to elaborate 
and extend Scott's work. It is argued that the framework of meaning negotiation seeks to 
extend and elaborate Scott's "generalized multilevel model of institutional forms and flows" 
in the micro-level (2001:193-195). It is recognized in the model that the actor can undertake 
invention and negotiation as strategies responding to changes. However, it is unclear how and 
in which aspect an actor can undertake what responses. Without understanding how they 
make sense of those changes, it is problematic to talk about any responses or strategies at all. 
It is argued that the framework of meaning negotiation process serves to situate these 
responses in a more systematic manner by categorizing them along the dimensions of idea 
and practice, the linkage thereof as well as the meaning or explanation involved that 
rationalize and legitimate those changes. Thus, this framework can enable us to pinpoint 
more clearly, for example, that an actor can undertake strategies that negotiate about or invent 
either the idea, the practice, the linkage between the two, the meaning and explanation 
involved, or any combination of these elements. 
It is also argued that the approach in examining teachers used in this thesis is different in 
important respects from other approaches in examining teachers. In a review compiled by 
Biddle & Good (2002), they summarized a number of major research approaches in 
examining teachers. The first major approach tries to examine teachers within the context of 
formal organization as employees with various specified rights and responsibilities (see 
Bidwell1965 for example). As discussed in the beginning of this chapter, scholars working in 
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functional and conflict perspective have put forward very different interpretations of the same 
organization of school experience. Thus, the role of the teacher is regarded either as part of 
the school class that serves as "an agency of socialization and allocation" (Parsons 1959: 32) 
by instilling necessary values and qualities in the students and serving the interest of the 
whole society; or as an instrument of domination that serves the interest of particular 
dominant class in reproducing and maintaining the stratification structure and status quo of a 
society respectively (Durkheim 1961; Parsons 1959; Bowles & Gintis 1976; Swartz 2002; 
Ballantine & Spade 2004). Another major approach tries to focus on the actual work and 
reality that are faced by teachers within classrooms and schools and tries to examine the 
situation and problems that teachers may face in their day-to-day activities. For example, 
Woods (1984) has pointed out the constant spontaneity and uncertainty that teachers must 
face and deal with when they are by themselves with the students in the classroom (see 
WaIler 1961; Nias 1993; Lortie 2002 for further examples). Others have treated teachers as a 
profession or would-be profession and tried to analyze the roles and development of the 
profession as a whole as well as of the value and career development of individual teacher 
(see Hoyle 1982; Goodson & Hargreaves 1996 for further examples). Researches on school 
effect have also focused on the characteristics of both the school and the teachers in order to 
examine how these factors might be related to student learning and achievement (Good 1997; 
Biddle & Good 2002; Shouse 2002). In another review compiled by Osburn (1996), she has 
pointed out that past literatures on teacher and teaching have also focused on the emotional 
aspect, including satisfaction from and commitment to, of the teacher-student relationship. 
The list here is far from exhaustive, yet it is argued that these approaches have taken a more 
realist approach in examining the factors endogenous to the schools in which the teacher is 
situated and failed to question how these factors come to be assembled and taken-for-granted 
to become a school (Morrow & Torres 1995; Benavot 1997). Moreover, these approaches 
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have not taken teachers' responses seriously by often treating teachers' responses as the 
dependent variable only. It is argued that we should refocus our attention to teachers' 
responses proper and formulate a systematic framework in order to examine how teachers 
make sense of, attribute meaning to and thereby respond to the changes around them, as this 
process constitutes an important integral part of the institutionalization process at both micro 
and macro level (Coburn 2004; Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
Because of the primary focus is the sense-making and the emphasis is on the discourse and 
meaning, it requires a methodology that allows relatively free expression by the informants to 
talk about their experience. However, due to the limited time allowed to complete this 
research, a balance has to be struck between allowing free expression by informants and 
subsequent convenience of data analysis. Therefore, semi-structured in-depth interview is 
selected as the principal method of data collection, which will be discussed in the following 
section. 
2.1.1 Definition of Terms 
The following are a summary of the terms to be used in this thesis: 
Strategy 
The literal meaning of the word is used in this thesis, and it is hereby defined as "ways of 
achieving goals and of adapting to constraints" (Woods 1984). 
Meaning Negotiation Process 
Based on the above discussed, it is hereby defined as "the process through which individuals 




Sources of data 
Interview 
Workplace and Reality 
The current study took an ethnographic approach which stressed on thick description and 
understanding the participants' perspectives in perceiving and making sense of the world 
around them (LeCoupte & Preissle 1993). The principal method of data collection in this 
research was in-depth interview. The data was then contextualized with information of 
education system in Hong Kong from primary data source including policy papers, and 
secondary data source including published literature, particularly those on the history of 
education in Hong Kong and on recent educational reforms. 
Supporting Data 
Apart from the interview and formal documents, books written by teachers contained 
valuable information such as personal narrative or account of their thinking and description 
of their workplace. These materials often offered much insight about the salient features of 
their work and workplace that they experienced first-hand and what they thought about these 
features. These also served as reference materials in contextualizing the interview data in 
relation to teachers' work and workplace. 
Time period of data collection 
The main bulk of data collection was conducted in two periods. The first period was from 
January 2006 to April 2006 and the second period was from July 2007 to October 2007. The 
interviews conducted in the first periods served both to contribute to the main bulk of data 
and as a pilot study for subsequent interviews in the second period. Preliminary analysis of 
the interviews in the first periods helped identify relevant themes to be followed up and 
appropriate interview questions to be asked in the second period. In order to avoid the 
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problem of time lagging between the two periods, the informants from the first period were 
re-interviewed again during the second period so as to ensure comparability across cases and 
to offer some degree of longitudinal comparison between different time points with respect to 
the informants from the first period. There were seven informants from the first period, and 
five were re-interviewed during the second period because two of them left the occupation 
entirel y after the first period. 
Most interviews lasted for around one and a half hour. The longest one lasted for around one 
hour and forty minutes while the shortest one lasted for around thirty-five minutes. The 
venues of the interview varied so as to provide as much convenience as possible to the 
informants. Some interviews were conducted in coffee shops, restaurants and some 
interviews are conducted at the school in which the informants are working. 
Data Collection 
Format of In-depth Interview 
The reason for adopting in-depth interview as the principal data collection method was that it 
offered flexibility to the interviewer in tailoring follow-up questions and probing of 
informants in order to better tap into the mind of informants and interpret the subjective 
meaning that teachers attributed to their work and workplace under study. In addition, 
in-depth interview offered a reasonable degree of flexibility so that the informants could 
freely express his or her thoughts without pigeon-holing their stories and narratives into rigid 
pre-set framework offered to them as required in survey research (Bogdan & Biklen 1998). 
In this study, a semi-structured interview was used because it offered a reasonable degree of 
flexibility to address the issue of meaning attribution and negotiation that teachers undertook 
in the context of their lives and work. On the one hand, it focused on the perception and 
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framing (sense-making) of the world by the informants and allowed the co-construction of 
accounts or narratives by the researcher and the informants. It avoided the danger of using 
structured interview which yield data that was independent of context. On the other hand, it 
provided a loose structure that could facilitate subsequent data analysis. It avoided the 
difficulty of using unstructured interview that required considerable time in searching for a 
suitable framework of analysis. This was a crucial advantage in view of the time constraint of 
the current study (Bogdan & Biklen 1998). 
Apart from the interview, other relevant documents relating to their school and work, e.g. 
student handbook and policy documents, were solicited as far as possible in order to provide 
the context for interpretation of interview data as well as to serve as a source of triangulation 
that ensured the validity thereof (Hitchcock & Hughes 1989). 
Selection of informants 
The selection of informants was based on theoretical sampling whereby informants whose 
characteristics might have some significance bearing upon teachers' sense-making of the 
changes in the education system were solicited (LeCoupte & Preissle 1993; J ohnson & 
Christensen 2000). I tried to invite informants based on the characteristics of interest in the 
current study, which were the factors of different types of schools (private, government or 
subsidized, direct subsidy school) that teachers work in, and their years of experience in 
teaching (Weick 1982; Bidwell 2001; Cobum 2004). Firstly, I tried to solicit informants from 
my social networks. Then, I tried to invite more informants through the referral of those 
initial informants. In the end, a total of thirty-three teachers were contacted and thirty of them 
agreed to become my informant. 
Some of the informants had left the teaching force but engaged in education-related work. 
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One of them subsequently worked in the Education Bureau and one of them became a teacher 
educator. Two informants left the occupation entirely for not more than two years at the time 
of the interview. Their rationales for changing their occupation might also serve as an 
illumination of the teachers' situation at work and therefore, their interview data were 
incorporated into the analysis. 
Procedure of conducting In-depth Interview 
Prior to the start of the interview, informants were given brief introduction about the aims of 
the study and be informed that he or she had the right to refuse answering any question that 
he or she did not want to answer. The informants were assured about the confidentiality of the 
data collected. The process of the interview was recorded with audio recording device (MP3 
recording machine) with the consent of the informants. Last but not least, the informants were 
given time to raise questions about the purpose and procedure of the interview both before 
and after it was conducted (J ohnson & Christensen 2000). 
Notes taking were minimized as far as possible during the interview process except jotting 
down key-points for follow-up question in order to avoid disrupting the flow of the 
interviews. The interviews were then transcribed. Moreover, field-notes about the interview 
context were also jotted down in order to provide the context of the interview situation for the 
interpretation -of data (Bogdan & Biklen 1998). 
Some interviews were conducted in group. It was done in groups either because of the 
specific request of the informants to save their time, or done in the presence of a common 
friend who had referred the informant to the researcher in order to provide a more familiar 
situation for the informant to express his or her ideas and feeling. In the first case, the 
informants involved were colleagues of the same school. Normally the presence of a 
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colleague would pose some problems to the interview situation if the informants involved 
held different positions of the school hierarchy and might have conflict of interest with each 
other. The informants involved however were of the same rank such that the possibility of or 
the potential problem of conflict of interest was minimized. In addition, the presence of 
someone familiar during an interview might be advantageous in that the informants might 
feel more comfortable in expressing their views and feeling in relation to their work, and that 
a certain amount of interaction between the informants might reveal more valuable 
information regarding the dynamics of meaning negotiation. In the second case, the presence 
of a common friend was also deemed necessary because it provided some familiarity of 
situation to the informants that might lighten up the atmosphere so that the informant could 
more freely express his or her own view and feeling in relation to their work. A table detailing 
the background characteristics of my informants was attached in Appendix A. 
Focus of the interviews 
As informed by the theoretical framework's emphasis on discourse and behaviors, in the 
interview, I tried to focus on informants' accounts of the changes in education systems in both 
aspects. I also tried to let the informants freely talk about what they thought about the 
changes in the education system and what they actually did in the face of these said changes. 
Furthermore, I focused on aspects both inside and outside of school in order to 
comprehensively delineate and demonstrate the effects of the institutional environments both 
within and outside school as an organization (Meyer & Scott 1992). 
In practice, I asked in detail what the concrete changes, if any, in teachers ' work were, what 
the changes, if any, in teachers' relationship with students and parents were, and what the 
changes, if any, in teachers' roles were. These aspects are theoretically significant in that 
institutions affect both what one do, what one's relationship with others are and who one is 
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(Meyer & Scott 1992). Firstly, I asked questions about the background characteristics of 
teachers in order to warm up the discussion. Then, I tried to ask and probe for concrete 
examples of teachers work, their encounter with parents or students, and their view of what 
teachers' roles were. For example, I often asked questions like "on what occasion do you 
meet the parents?" and "what do you talk or discuss about with parents?" In fact, the focuses 
on relationships with students and parents instead of other kinds of relationships were 
identified and selected from the preliminary analysis in the pilot study because many of the 
informants expressed that the former was their major source of satisfaction in the job and the 
latter was one of the most important sources of pressure during these education changes. I 
tried to use open-ended questions in the latter part of the interview after I had built up some 
rapport with my informant. Then, I tried to focus on how and what they thought about these 
changes in order to better delineate and interpret how they made sense of and attributed 
meaning to these changes. Thus, I used questions like "what do you think about the 
target-oriented curriculum?" and "what is your opinion about benchmarking test?" 
After collecting the data, I tried to anal yze the data with the framework of meanIng 
negotiation process in order to delineate the sense-making process that teachers undertook 
when they were facing changes in the institutional environment. As argued in the earlier 
section on literature review, four elements are of prime importance: the idea, the practice, the 
linkage between the idea and the practice, and the explanation that rationalizes and 
legitimates the linkage. In practice, I tried to pay particular attention to the words that 
teachers used when they were describing and expressing their views on the changes in their 
workplace. 
Possible Biases and inadequacies of in-depth interview 
There were limitations pertaining to the research method. One of the major limitations was 
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that the sample of informants obtained might not be representative of the whole population of 
teachers in Hong Kong. This was because the informants were not obtained from random 
sampling procedures and it might lead to a number of biases. Firstly, only those informants 
who were more outspoken and were willing to talk could be interviewed. It might screen out 
those informants who were the least outspoken or the least articulate in expressing what they 
thought about the changes in the education system. Secondly, informants who were most 
committed to carry out the changes in the educational system might not be interviewed 
because of their tight schedule at work. It might screen out those informants who were the 
most articulate in expressing their views on the said changes. 
As reported in the above, thirty out of thirty-three teachers that I had contacted agreed to be 
my informant. Many of them were reasonably articulate in their accounts of the changes in 
the education system and quite a number of them expressed that they were happy to share 
with me what they had encountered in their job and what they thought about their experience 
in teaching. Their accounts provided the researcher with plenty of materials to work with and 
to reach a reasonable level of "theoretical saturation" (Deborah 2004; Bogdan & Biklen 1998) 
with the data within the limited time of conducting the research. However, it is still 
recognized that any claims to generalizations to whole population must be made with careful 
interpretation and be well grounded in theory. 
Moreover, while in-depth interview offered a reasonable degree of flexibility, its validity was 
usually attacked for allowing for a number of biases including selection bias, researcher 
effect as well as memory error (Hitchcock & Hughes 1989). As this thesis tried to, however, 
focus on the teachers' sense-making process, or in other words, on how they interpreted and 
framed their experiences, there was no absolute right and wrong answer in that regard. Only 
those descriptions pertaining to the details of the informants' actual action might be subject to 
31 
Chapter 2 Workplace and Reality 
memory error. Therefore, reasonable steps were taken to ensure the validity of data as far as 
possible, for example, by cross checking the details with relevant policy documents. 
"Triangulation", which refers to the use of more than one method of data collection, is a 
technique used to cross-validate the data obtained from the interview. Apart from 
triangulation from multiple sources, re-interviewing and re-analysis of the transcripts are also 
common techniques that can be used to validate the data obtained. Thus, the interview were 
first transcribed and re-interviewed were conducted with the participants to follow up issues 
and themes identified from preliminary analysis when necessary (Cohen & Manion 1994; 
Hitchcock & Hughes 1989). 
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eftapWi- 3: Wf1ud lJ6-U 6alJ malJ trot &- wIud lJ6-U M: 
fJ{U linflage 6.etween UWa and p'Uldia 
3.1 Introduction 
It is always assumed that our behaviors and actions correspond to the concepts and 
ideas used to describe them. But this correspondence is a result of the negotiation 
process through meaning (Berger & Luckmann 1966; Weber 1978; Meyer, Boli & 
Thomas 1987; Wuthnow 1987; Scott 1994; Westenholz, Perdersen & Dobbin 2006; 
Hallentt & Ventresca 2006). Changing of concepts and ideas that are used to make 
sense of, or legitimate, one's behavior and action is particularly contentious. This is 
evident in cases where emerging theories and practices are coming up that attempt to 
modify or substantiate existing ideas/concepts and actionslbehaviors whose linkage is 
well established and this implies that the linkage between the two cannot be 
taken-for-granted. 
As discussed in chapter 2, the significance of meaning in what human beings do 
individually and in relation to each other is recognized by Weber, who has defined 
human action as "we shall speak of action insofar as the acting individual attaches a 
subjective meaning in his behavior, be it overt or covert, omission or acquiescence", 
and social action as "action is social insofar as its subjective meaning takes account of 
the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course " (Weber 1978: 4). This 
implies that meaning is integral to the understanding of human actions. It is important 
to point out that Weber has recognized that there is always a possibility that such 
process of orientation towards others will result in misunderstanding and conflict. It is 
only when this mutual orientation is capable of establishing a shared pattern or habit 
will institutionalization becomes possible. 
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As Berger and Luckmann (1966: 72) have argued, "institutionalization only occurs 
when there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized actions by types of actors. What 
must be stressed is the reciprocity of institutional typification and the typicality of not 
only the actions but also the actors in institutions. The typifications of habitualized 
actions that constitute institutions are always shared ones". The keyword here is 
sharing and the implication is this: examining how and why people contest on 
meanings and what determines shared meanings are achieved are central to our 
understanding to the institutionalization process. 
Discussion of institutionalization process at the macro-level and the effect of 
institutions upon individuals in relation to nation-state development (Benavot 1997) 
are no doubt extremely useful. However, it is argued that we must also examine and 
delineate the mechanisms through which individuals at the micro-level make sense of 
the institution and the changes thereof. It is also argued that these micro-level 
processes of how individuals make sense of and negotiate the linkage between idea 
and practices or between concepts and behaviors constitute the micro-foundation for 
which any institutionalist argument must be based and thus cannot be ignored 
(Cobum 2004; Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
It follows- that it is important for us to examine how meanIngs are and must be 
negotiated in the aspect of concept and idea, the aspect of behavior and action, and in 
terms of the linkage between the two aspects. Whereas any proposed change of 
concepts and ideas may never become accepted, meanwhile any proposed change of 
behavior and action may never become justified. It is also possible that proposed 
concepts and ideas are accepted without the proposed behavior and action, and vice 
versa. Because of these varying possibilities, this chapter proposes a two-dimensional 
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framework in examining this meaning negotiation process which is hereby defined as 
"the process through which individuals make use of concepts and ideas to make sense 
of their actions and behaviors". 
The Education Reform is ideal in serving as an important case for us to examine this 
process. In the post-handover reform in Hong Kong, drastic and rapid changes are 
effected through state-mandated policies and initiatives that span across many areas of 
the education system of Hong Kong, including curriculum, teaching pedagogy and 
examination and assessment and so on (Tsang 2006). On the one hand, some people 
have emphasized the change in concept and idea in the reform. For instance, an 
informant has commented that it is of utmost importance for older teachers to change 
their mindset (concept and idea) towards new ways of teaching and new learning 
theories. Scholars who actively promote the paradigm change from teacher-centered 
teaching to a student -centered teaching also, it is argued, pay more attention to the 
change in concepts and ideas as well. On the other hand, some people have 
emphasized the change in behavior and action in the reform. For instance, the 
education authorities and the school inspectorates have clearly sought after the 
behavioral compliance to these new requirements in the policies and initiatives that 
regulate what teachers actually do in the classroom. But based on the discussion 
above, it is argued that these changes must be examined in both dimensions. 
3.2 Guiding Questions 
Because this thesis tries to understand teachers' sense-making process of the changes 
that they encounter, it follows that how teachers frame and interpret and thereby 
attribute meaning to these changes is of central concern. As Wuthnow (1987: 65) has 
pointed out "the issue of shared meaning is really one of discourse and behaviors", it 
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implies that discourse is one of the most important elements in terms of shared 
meaning, which is integral to the larger institutionalization process (Meyer, Boli & 
Thomas 1987; Scott 1994; Berger & Luckmann 1966; Westenholz, Perdersen & 
Dobbin 2006; Hallentt & Ventresca 2006), therefore we must first focus on how 
teachers talk, i.e. interpret and frame, about these changes. Furthermore, it is argued 
in this chapter that these educational changes should be conceptualized along both 
dimensions of ideas and practices in order to anal yze and delineate teachers' complex 
responses in relation to these educational changes. For analytical clarity, this chapter 
begins by asking two important questions as follows: 
1) How do teachers talk about the emerging actions and practices of their work? 
2) How do teachers talk about the emerging concepts and ideas in relation to their 
work? 
In the following, a typology is constructed by categorizing the teachers along the two 
dimensions proposed and its significance is discussed with respect to how we should 
approach institutional change. 
3.2.1 The Active Participant 
The first category is termed as the Active Participant, referring to those who actively 
try to make sense of what they do, for instance classroom activities and administrative 
work at school, with the new concepts, for instance student -centered teaching as a 
new concept in pedagogy and happy learning as a new rhetoric of learning experience, 
available to them. Apparently the first group that immediately falls into this category 
of people is the beginner or novice teacher. When the concepts and ideas as well as 
the behaviors and practices are both new to them, some of them try very hard to 
search for a way to reconcile these two aspects. It is most evident when both the ideas 
and practices are changed together. When they try to make sense of both aspects, they 
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are particularly sensitive to the discrepancies between what is said and what is done. 
Eventually, they might be able to successfully reach a satisfactory linking of the two 
aspects, or if not turn into a most outspoken critic. 
How novice teachers make sense of their work 
Wendy, who has been teaching for four years after graduating with a master degree, 
recounted the problems that she encountered when she first started teaching in a 
subsidized secondary school. The problems that she recounted are in fact quite 
common among novice teachers: 
The things that [I have] learnt in the university are very theoretical, i.e. it is a 
backup. It is not possible to cover every frontline issue. You have to try them out 
and see how to make it work in a real situation ... The pressure is acute for new 
teachers and... in the first year that you teach, various teaching methods are 
brand new to you, everything is a trial, and you do not know the results, these 
are pressures too. 
The above firstly demonstrates the fear and uncertainty that a novice teacher has in 
the beginning of teaching. A new teacher has to reconcile the discrepancies between 
what one learnt at school and what one actually does in the classroom. It is argued 
that this reconciliation process reflects the search for a meaningful linkage between 
theory and practice. As the above quote suggests, Wendy has explicitly referred to 
both the theory and teaching methods that needs to be tried out in real situation. This 
probably reveals the primary concern of novice teachers is pragmatic and is geared 
towards the functionality of both ideas and practice, i.e. whether they will work in real 
situation. But more importantly, it is shown that the negotiation process is particularly 
apparent in cases of novice teacher because these "theories" and "practices" do not fit 
together nice and neat. Indeed, theory and the practice have to be "matched" in a 
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meaningful way. The "experience" that a new teacher lacks is actually a reservoir of 
these successful matches. 
How experienced teachers make sense of the changes in work 
On the other hand, how do more experienced teachers go through this process, 
especiall y when they are encountering a rapid reform? This is particularly relevant 
because more experienced teachers have to reconcile both the emerging ideas and 
practices, their linkages as well as to reconcile the discrepancies between the new and 
the existing or old ideas and practices and their respective linkage. 
Dorothy has been teaching in primary school for over 18 years. Apart from regular 
teaching activities, she has been responsible for implementing educational changes in 
her school effected by policies released by the educational authority, for instance 
System Assessment (**ft~zp1tn, Basic Competence Assessment (£*~gjJ~zp1tn and 
Activity Learning (15'}j~~). She primarily coordinates with other teachers and 
sometimes with the parents to properly implement the aforementioned in close 
compliance with the policies from the education authority. From her in-depth account 
of the difficulties she has encountered when implementing educational changes in 
school, there is a sense of the complex response that teachers may give in reaction to 
these changes. In fact she has tried very hard to smoothen out the implementation 
processes every time another policy comes up. But it is very difficult for her because 
she has to understand what the policy is all about at the same time that she is 
implementing these changes, AND she has to get her colleagues to understand these 
changes too. But what is most important of all, these policies must first make sense to 
her colleagues. She has pointed out: 
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It is understandable that it is very difficult to implement it when it does not make 
sense to them ... Take school-based [curriculum} for instance, objectives are to 
be set according the needs of the school. But many older teachers think they can 
teach in their own way as long as they [the students} can learn ... All those extra 
paper work on formalizing objective setting and evaluation criteria in words are 
put before any real teaching is done. It lacks flexibility and is burdensome. 
As Dorothy has pointed out that during the reform, "it is very difficult to implement it 
when it does not make sense to them [old teachers]". By saying "it does not make 
sense", it actually suggests that there is a failure to match the emerging ideas and 
practices in a meaningful way that "makes sense". As shown in the above, it refers to 
those "extra paper work on formalizing objective setting and evaluation criteria in 
words [that] are put before any real teaching is done". This suggests a high degree of 
formalization of the core of teachers' work - teaching - that is different from the past. 
Indeed another informant has commented that in the past a variety of skills, e.g. 
communication and analytical skills, were more implicitly passed on or diffused to the 
students but now these are made explicit as one's objective to be achieved. 1 
It is argued that one has to be highly proficient in the articulation of emerging ideas 
and practices in order to achieve an explicit formalization of objective setting and 
evaluation criteria. This has shown to be particularly difficult for older teachers who 
may not be well acquainted with those ideas and practice and may perceive this as 
totally useless. The situation is made more acute when the newly emerging one set of 
linkage is forcefully upheld as new and as the solution for every problem while the 
existing one is attacked as old and obsolete. This reveals precisely the contestation of 
meaning going on at the workplace where the more experienced teachers have 
difficulty in reconciling the emergent ideas and practices with existing ones. More 
1 This comment is made by Wendy, whose case is elaborated later in this chapter. 
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experienced teachers are thus caught up in a peculiar situation where they have to 
re-negotiate between different sets of linkage between concept/idea and 
work/practice. 
But for Dorothy herself, despite of all the difficulties her encounter in her work, she 
still insists on trying her best to put forward the implementation, apart from its being a 
mandatory policy and part of her job duty, she pointed out that: 
When the examination style changes and you do not follow suit, the student is 
disadvantaged because of this. It then becomes the school s responsibility, the 
school must follow [the Education Bureau (EDB)] to change its methods, it is 
basically our responsibility ... 
By asserting that "student is disadvantaged" if the policies are not properly 
implemented, Dorothy tries to rationalize what she is doing by reinstating teachers' 
responsibility to students. This is one of the ways that teachers can make sense of and 
define a proper linkage between idea and practice in teachers' everyday work. 
Increasingly formalized and rationalized work 
The following case further illustrates that many emergent ideas engendered from the 
reforms might not be something entirely new but an explicit formalization of what is 
implicit in the past. In further elaboration of her work, Wendy comments that there is 
a major difference between being a teacher nowadays and in the past when she was 
studying: 
Nowadays, there are many more that you have to teach the students. You cannot 
just teach according to the books. You have to take into account the whole-person 
development of you students ... their communication skills ... analytically skills ... 
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it is not like in the past, these things were implicitly passed on or diffused to us 
when we were learning.... but now it is made explicit as your objective to be 
achieved. 
The above case illustrates to an often neglected aspects of the nature of the ideas and 
practices emerging from the reform. When Wendy is comparing what she is doing 
now and what she has gone through when she was studying, she has pointed out that 
many of these emerging ideas and practices are only a more explicit formalization of 
what teachers has always been doing. This has questioned the innovativeness of these 
ideas and practices, and suggested that the core of teachers' work is subjected to 
increasingly high degree of formalization, i.e. it is made increasingly explicit as your 
objective to be achieved. 
Moreover, as Dorothy was commenting on the various reforms to the pedagogy and 
assessment methods, for instance Target-Oriented Curriculum (TOC), School-Based 
Curriculum and Teacher Assessment Scheme (TAS), Basic Competence Assessment 
(BCA), promoted in the past ten to fifteen years, she explicit said that: 
They [the education authorities] like to change names frequently, but these are 
all basically the same thing ... you have to set explicitly the objectives and 
criteria of your lesson and assessment ... also state explicitly how you are going 
to he?p your students achieve them ... 
The above quotation illustrates that naming and re-naming practices are key to 
understand the source of confusion. Practices are renamed so frequently that on the 
one hand confuses the teachers2 and on the other hand reflects that these ideas and 
practices are not as new ' as the reformers have promoted. This has raised serious 
2 An interviewee expressed his confusion over forty new terms specifically arisen out of this reform, 
source from TVB News 14th June 2007. 
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doubts as to the proposition that these educational changes are entirely serving the 
need of the school or arising out of the conditions internal to a school. 
What does it mean by too fast? 
The following case of Peter, another novice teacher, can further serve as another vivid 
illustration of how the Active Participant tries to make sense of what they do with new 
ideas and concepts. Peter is a secondary school teacher in a school under the direct 
subsidy scheme. He is apparently very passionate about being a teacher. When 
studying in the university, he has helped launched and participated in programs that 
bring student teachers to poor villages on the mainland to do pro bono teaching for 
children living there. Feeling that some of his classmates may not put teaching as their 
first job priority, he has hoped that these experiences could help instill a sense of 
meaning to those student teachers so that they can become more passionate about 
teaching. 
Peter, who has begun teaching for around two years, is also actively involved in 
reform processes even when he was studying in the university by attending and 
expressing his comments in consultation meeting (aB§tITtf). His forceful affirmation 
of the reform is illustrated by the following: 
I think the idea must be good, i. e. the reform ... indeed I think reform is a must ... 
it is only a problem of rush implementation .. . 
His positive identification of the reform does not blind him to the problems arising out 
of the reform process. His challenge to the reform as problems of timing, i.e. a 
problem of rush implementation, is shared among many informants: 
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As far as language subject is concerned, there are many changes in the 
curriculum in only eight years. Simply speaking, for a secondary school student 
as well as a teacher, a new syllabus has been implemented for a mere five years, 
there comes the new 3-3-4 system and everything has to be started from scratch 
again! 
Equipped with this framework of meanIng negotiation process, we can better 
understand and pinpoint the dilemmas that teachers are now facing during the reforms. 
The above quotation suggests that, after a new syllabus has been implemented for a 
mere five years, everything is changed and has to be started from scratch again. It 
actually illustrates that teachers' pressure might be more a problem of difficulty of 
sense-making on the teachers' part, instead of merely as a problem of too much 
workload, when ideas and practices are coming up too fast, it becomes very difficult 
for a teacher to make sense of what they are doing. It is because just as a teacher 
begins to be able to grasp one set of emerging ideas and practices and possibly to link 
them up, teachers have to make sense of another emerging set of ideas and practices 
and link them up. 
3.2.2 The Ambivalent Follower 
The secondary category is those who have identified with the concepts and ideas and 
tried to make sense of their actions and practices with those concepts and ideas. 
However, they found that the work that they are required to do does not necessarily 
achieve what it is intended or claimed to achieve. While they are faced with 
discrepancies they might have to adopt alternative practices that are perceived to be 
capable of achieving what is originally intended and come up with a reason to justify 
their so doing. 
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Changes to show the school is improving with time (-W8¥tMJ:ft) 
J eremy is a primary school teacher who has taught for around eight years in a 
subsidized school. He has entered the teaching force at the time when the reform has 
begun. Describing himself as "wholly immersed in the sea of education reform", he 
has commented generally of the reform as follows: 
Everybody has to grope for a way without knowing what the results will be. 
Things are changed for the reform, or at least to show that the school is 
improving with time (flijH#jfjft). 
Firstly, the first sentence in the quotation, which is actually a very common response 
whenever people encounter changing idea and practice, suggests that the linkage 
between idea and practice is ambiguous and cannot be taken for granted. In this case, 
the emphasis is put on the unknown results and it suggests that there is a possibility 
that the practice might be perceived as problematic or incapable of realizing the idea. 
Thus the first sentence implies that a suitable practice must be found to match 
properly with the idea. Secondly, the second sentence in the quotation suggests that 
the schools are subj ect to immanent pressures to make some changes that might not be 
entirely functional in order to retain legitimacy by appearing that it is "improving with 
There are many reforms ideas like target-oriented curriculum, activity learning, 
school-based management, parent-teacher association and accountability put forward 
by the education authority that cause drastic changes as well. At the school level, in 
order to survive, many activities are carried out to promote the school and to attract 
potential students to apply for the school. 
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One of the prominent examples that are specifically related to the core of teachers' 
work - teaching - is the Target-Oriented Curriculum (TOC). It is worthwhile to note 
that Jeremy has repeatedly upheld the validity of the idea, but he has commented that 
the ways these ideas are put to work are often problematic. While TOe is supposed to 
provide a more thorough understanding of learning processes of a student, with 
definite objective and indicator for evaluating a students' performance in various 
aspects, instead of giving only a numeric mark, so that the students as well as their 
parents know more about their performance, but as shown in the following, this is 
perceived as highly problematic: 
When we actually put it to work we understand this. The idea (J/f!:ft:) is very good! 
It is very good indeed! ... But frankly speaking, we have thirty something students 
in a class, and how can you assess the students one by one? On the one hand, it 
is a question of the excessive workload. On the other hand, it is sometimes very 
difficult to differentiate ... and to categorize ... You give the students those reports, 
the students would not even look at it, frankly speaking, when we distribute [the 
reports] to the students, we can find those [reports] in the rubbish bin sooner or 
later (laugh). While the teachers have put so much time into it, it got dumped so 
quickly. The situation is the same when you give those [reports] to the parents, 
nine out of ten, they simply would not read it. [underlined are emphasis by the 
informant] 
This is a specific example showing that while the idea is affirmatively identified by 
the teachers, the practices are perceived to be problematic or incapable of realizing the 
idea. This shows that in the case of the Ambivalent Follower, the negotiation usually 
occurs in the aspect of the practice where the linkage of the new practice is disputed. 
In this case, it is disputed on the grounds that it is infeasible, as in "it is sometimes 
difficult to differentiate ... ", and that it is of no use, as in "we can find those [reports] 
45 
Chapter 3 Workplace and Reality 
in the rubbish bin ... " On the one hand, this suggests that the teacher cannot make 
sense of the practice and thus cannot arrive at a successful match between idea and 
practice. On the other hand, it raises serious doubts about the effectiveness of such 
ideas and practices as really responding to the needs of particular schools. 
It is argued that the incorporation of these ideas and practices reflects the increasing 
elaboration and formalization of teachers work, manifested in the form of 
target-oriented curriculum that requires explicit objective and evaluation criteria to be 
set for the students. In a sense, it also reflects the incorporation of the widely shared 
notions of whole-person development in the institutional environment. 
Isomorphism in response to competition 
Apart from the aspects of changes specifically promoted by the education authority, 
the changes in other aspects that can be argued to be indirectly related to the education 
reform are also perceived as arbitrary and problematic. Elizabeth, who has been a 
secondary school teacher in the same subsidized school for over 30 years, has 
commented that she is required by its school to do a lot of work to promote the school 
due to the intense competition among school for students. Even simple matters like 
lunch time arrangement can reveal the intense competition that a secondary school 
faces and , it falls upon the teachers' shoulder to handle it in their everyday work. 
According to Elizabeth, there are quite a number of secondary schools that has chosen 
not to let students go outside of school to have lunch by themselves. Instead, the 
school would provide meal inside school. Elizabeth reflected that it is so arranged 
largel y because of the intense competition with other schools, and out of fear that the 
students would have discipline problems outside school which might damage the 
school's reputation. 
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The quality of students is declining and they cannot behave themselves on their 
own, therefore, some schools stop allowing them to go out for lunch and choose 
to let them have lunch inside school. But when one school starts doing this, other 
schools will have to follow ... Simply put, because other schools are doing, if our 
school does not follow, it appears that we have not taken good care of the 
students. 
While Elizabeth has rationalized it by saying "the quality of students is declining and 
they cannot behave themselves on their own", this case actually demonstrates one of 
the possible ways that practice becomes isomorphic among schools in the face of 
ambiguous situation. The competition between schools is indirectly, perhaps also 
directly, related to the killing school policy. By saying "simply put, because other 
schools are doing, if our school does not follow, it appears that we have not taken 
good care of the students", it reveals the pressure to take up or imitate the practice of 
other schools in hopes of gaining legitimacy in the eyes of parents, or more accurately 
in the hopes of avoiding loss of legitimacy in appearing that "we have not taken good 
care of the students". In Elizabeth's words, it is a distortion because of the intense 
competition between schools and has become a vicious cycle in itself. When other 
schools are doing it, the schools that fail to follow are seen as poor service. However, 
it is important to point out here that the old arrangement is not perceived as 
unjustified or as necessarily worse than the new arrangement, as shown in the 
following: 
From another point of view, it is actually a step backward. In the past, when you 
entered secondary school, you were supposed to be capable to discipline yourself. 
When going outside of school to lunch, you can learn to manage your time well 
and well behave when outside school. But now because they have to stay inside 
school to lunch and be supervised by the teachers, they lose the opportunity to 
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learn to be independent 
The above demonstrates that both the original and the newly encouraged practices 
have their respective rationale to justify. Firstly, it demonstrates the possibility that 
isomorphic adoption of practice can occur irrespective of whether it makes sense to 
the teachers or not. Secondly, it is argued that the change in rationale reflects a change 
in the institutional environment that defines and confers legitimacy to what schools 
are and should do. In this case, there is an increasing number of aspects of the student 
falling under the scope of schools' responsibility towards students. As Elizabeth has 
commented that "whole-person development (~A~*) has become taking custody 
of the whole person (~A~~I]D". This reflects that the emerging idea of student 
development, i.e. whole-person development, has led to the expanded responsibility 
of school towards the students. 
In cases where there are discrepancies, the Ambivalent Follower would try to come up 
with justification to explain for the action taken, especially when the action is a 
deviation from what is required. In the case of Elizabeth, she is choosing and focusing 
on a broader objective of benefiting the students among other ideas and concepts. 
I myself have emphasized taking care of the students. Just talk in words is fake 
(fflftzlflJf/!i/!){) I will only pay effort into doing something if I think that it is 
suitable and beneficial to my students ... for the rest I will probably just put it less 
highly 
The above suggests again that "it is suitable and beneficial to my students" (tJIZ*1: 
lif~) is invoked as a claim to try to rationalize and legitimate a teacher's action or 
inaction in relation to the selection of new practices to be matched with the new idea. 
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This claim enables the teacher to define what is good for the students, hence IS 
functional to the students' development and meanwhile to teachers' everyday work. 
Varying degree of ambivalence 
The degree of ambivalence can vary and become very extreme, which is illustrated in 
the following case. Kate (secondary school teacher with experience over 6 years) has 
many things to say and her response might seem cynical. In fact, she has repeatedly 
argued that the policies are merely "stupid .... stupid ... stupid". One of the prominent 
examples that she cites is the School-Based Assessment (t3(*~Zff~) with respect to 
Chinese Language. In an attempt to promote self-learning and critical thinking, there 
are vast changes to the Chinese Language curriculum. Yet Kate points out that these 
changes are designed based on an idealistic assumption of the students and are hence 
totall y detached from reality. 
If it is designed in accordance with the spirit from EDB, every chapter or unit 
should have some part that is set for self-learning. But it is problematic because 
the design is overly idealistic. It supposes that the students like Chinese 
Language very much, have the spirit to self-learn ... have much time to do so, and 
take it seriously. 
This is highly problematic ... The reality is children these days do not have much 
initiative to self-learn. They may not hand in homework even if you require them 
to do' so, let alone taking the initiative to self-learn. Also there are some students 
that are less capable and they are not capable of learning on their own. On top 
of that, the students simply do not have that much time to finish so many things ... 
the teachers also do not have that much time to mark them. 
The above quotation suggests that there is difficulty for the teachers to arrive at a 
satisfactory matching between the idea and practice when discrepancies perceived by 
teachers are so great that it renders the idea itself too idealistic and impractical. 
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Another example that Kate has quoted is about Teacher Assessment Scheme (TAS), 
the same kind of idealistic conception renders the policy impractical and was 
dismissed as very unrealistic ("~TO~fEJ!W") and even absurd ("~5"): 
"TAS, that is a kind of school-based assessment, in the form of book reports and 
records. It is intended to promote a good reading habit and you can make a 
record every time after you read. But this is highly unrealistic. The first problem 
is they simply do not read. The second problem is even if you like to read, it does 
not mean that you want to write about what you have read ... I think it is very 
absurd. The students only submit it if the teacher says it counts towards the final 
grade. But it is obvious that they are not willing to do so. We ... our school has 
implemented this for around two years and increasingly we feel that the original 
grand idea cannot be realized and it is only back to the basic, that is back to 
what it used to be. " 
Similarly, the discrepancies perceived by Kate are so great that it renders the idea 
itself too idealistic and impractical. It reveals a situation where teachers fail to arrive 
at a satisfactory matching between the idea and the practice, and that many practices 
promoted are perceived as failing to achieve what it is originally intended or claimed 
to achieve. More importantly, it is argued that such kind of wide discrepancies might 
even lead to questioning of or loss of identification with the idea as well, hence, there 
is a possibility that teachers in this category will change to the category of the 
Indifferent Subscriber, which is discussed below. 
3.2.3 The Indifferent Subscriber 
The Indifferent Subscriber is someone who cannot make sense of or identify with the 
idea emerging from the reform and the relevant concepts linked to the educational 
changes. It may be that · they think it is not capable to be applied in practice 
whatsoever, or that they think it is simply invalid, i.e. not a justifiable cause, or they 
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are someone who do not care about what concept or idea it is at all and just do the 
work as he or she is told. Either way, it is a lack of identification with the ideas that 
characterized this category. 
Rapid changes of ideas and practices are especially prone to give rise to this kind of 
responses. More than forty new abbreviations of new items of education reform have 
come up over the past ten years. Many teachers have to at least deal with ten or more 
items. A teacher interviewed in TV news once commented that it was too confusing 
for him even to remember those abbreviations? The mere changes of names are so 
frequent that it becomes very difficult for some teachers to remember all of the terms, 
let alone understand or identify with those terms. 
"Ignorance" of what reforms are 
There was one occasion when the informant jokingly asked the researcher to give her 
a hint of what education reform is; the informant, Mary, has more than ten years of 
experience teaching in primary school, and gives the following comment: 
First of all, I don't clearly know the detail arrangement of the ((education 
reform" ... I don't really care about it [laugh] ... I only know that there is one 
thing and that's Benchmarking (gift), I don't clearly know the others really ... 
Mary first started teaching in private primary schools for six years, and then changed 
to teach in a subsidized primary school. Yet unluckily for her, the most dreaded school 
closure began to kick in and she was forced to go on one-year contract terms and thus 
changed to a different school every academic year. When she is asked of her 
understanding of reform, she can only think of the Benchmarking test at first. It 
3 TVB News on 14th June 2007. 
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speaks for the pervasiveness of this particular practice. Firstly, it is argued that the test 
is, perhaps more than anything, intimately related to her identity as a teacher and the 
test has really affected her chances of staying as a teacher as such. It is the potential of 
disrupting her identity that this test is of particular significance to her. Secondly, the 
above quotation suggests that at least for some teachers, they tries to be and are quite 
detached from the educational changes. 
The following quotation further illustrates this deliberate detachedness of Mary: 
There are so many memos and initiatives, how can I read them all? If I have time, 
I better go out to play instead of paying attention to those things (lifliffa'JlJ!!£ffQjff 
fr Jflfg re ' f7i 11/£;/2). 
The above quotation aptly summarizes the kind of orientation that the Indifferent 
Subscriber has towards these reforms, i.e. "If I have time, I better go out to play" 
illustrates that the kind of indifference or ignorance of reforms might be a kind of 
rationalized means or strategy in response to the pressure and intense workload that 
teachers face during the reforms. 
Representing and diffusing institutionalized elements in media 
Apart from being propagated through specific reform initiatives and directives, the 
emergent idea can be promoted at the level of public discourse through media and 
advertisement. This suggests that the source of change may be more diffused and is 
not entirely internal to the school. When trying to promote its proposals for reforms at 
the level of public discourse, e.g. TV as a media channel, the education authority has 
put up a number of advertisements containing slogans that represent its vision of what 
education should be like. Yet, these slogans have caused a lot of confusion among 
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teachers, A prominent example of this is illustrated in the following case regarding the 
notion of "Happy Learning" Crmrr9(~~): 
Ann a , who has been a secondary school teacher for around 10 years, expressed her 
confusion over and disagreement of the kind of vision and justification that was put 
forward, and further argued that it works counter to what the teacher is trying to 
achieve at school. 
It does not make sense at all . .. Some of the things that the Education Bureau is 
promoting [in the media] make us very confused ... Happy Learning has become 
a joke among us teachers. Whenever the students think that what you teach is too 
harsh for them, they would like to say: It is not happy, and shouldn't learning be 
happy? 
Anna also said that there was once a junior form student who thought of giving up a 
class project because it was not "happy learning" at all. The truth is that the student 
was reprimanded for lack of attention in class earlier by another teacher responsible 
for that class. Whether the student did give up on the project we would never know, 
but this case aptly reflects how pervasive this image of happy learning is after it is put 
on the media. 
Anna is particularly uncomfortable with the idea that learning has to be happy and 
commented that it is not possible to have a learning that is entirely free from difficulty 
and harshness. More importantly, it demonstrates the contestation of meaning in the 
idea of "Happy Learning". This reflects that even the emerging idea itself is perceived 
as problematic from the teachers' point of view. The following case regarding 
"Studying Not for Marks" (*~/f~*5tf50 further illustrates this point: 
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Studying not for marks ($!!jJ/j\il$;h"\ff!1) also makes us very confused. The 
whole institution ... for if you are not studying for marks ( $;h"\ff!1)? How are you 
going to evaluate the students? It is simply misleading ... The students would like 
to say we need not work hard for good grades because [learning] is not for the 
sake of grades. 
Anna further described that this popularized slogan is only a "myth" (~JGr\ ) and 
commented that this has become handy justification for students, who have low 
inclination of study to begin with, to further justify their lack of effort in studying. 
Perhaps the worst scenario is that the teachers are held responsible for not making 
them happy. This demonstrates the possibility that these changes in ideas can entail 
practical consequences and profound implication as to the decline in teachers' 
authority, which will be further discussed in the next chapter. 
Different ways of how indifference is manifested 
Another typical case of the Indifferent Subscriber would be the case of Ricky, who is 
a secondary school teacher. As a teacher of a school under the direct subsidy scheme, 
Ricky has been teaching for around eight years. When he first began teaching in that 
school, it was still a subsidized school and it has changed to a school under the direct 
subsidy scheme only for a couple of years. When asked of how much he knows about 
the education reform and what difficulties that he may have encountered during the 
reform process, he replied in a matter-of-factly tone which proves to be one of the 
very unique responses among my informants: 
When I first started teaching, I definitely did not know much because I was still 
green... It is not difficult at all, in fact my teaching does not have to be 
synchronous with education reform. In reality, I do not know what education 
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reform lS, and I am not kicked out of the job, this is the truth, I myself has 
experienced it, it is not a what-if question. 
The above suggests a characteristic sense of detachedness of the Indifferent 
Subscriber who blatantly pointed out that "I do not know what education reform is" 
and that "my teaching does not have to be synchronous with education reform". This 
demonstrates that there is likely a de-coupling between the institutional structure and 
the actual activities going on at school. Even up till now, he still comments that he 
only knows a little about education reform, and the most that he knows is the changes 
in the syllabus, e.g. what things are added and what things are deleted. This also 
demonstrates that at least for some teachers, they try to be and are quite detached from 
the educational changes except those immediately affecting them. Indeed, Ricky's 
attitudes towards these changes in schools are aptly reflected in the following: 
It is kind of embarrassing ... are the things that the schools or education bureau 
are asking to the teachers to do really good for the students? I have doubts on 
that, but nevertheless I am doing it anyway, and I cannot share this with the 
students ... There are still things that I think are highly controversial ... 
On the other hand, when he was facing all these changes, he only paid the least 
amount of effort or lip service in following because he does not really think that he 
needs to follow through with the education reform. 
Even at this moment, I still don't think that I should really follow the education 
reform to do things, or maybe there are things that I should follow. Even if it is, it 
is only superficial. .. 
The above suggests the characteristic response that the Indifferent Subscriber adopts 
in situation of this, i.e. performing or following what one is required to do without 
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identifying with the idea. Ricky's response again suggests that he generally tries to 
detach himself from the educational changes. When he is commenting on some of the 
emerging teaching techniques, it is apparent that he does not do these things out of 
whole-hearted support for the idea behind those teaching techniques: 
For example, there is something called "student-oriented" teaching method. I 
will somehow follow (laugh) and add some student-centered activities like 
discussion and group activities ... I may add some of that (smirk) ... 
The smirk that Ricky wore at the end is particularly relevant here because it suggests 
a sense of detachedness regarding applying this kind of new teaching technique. In the 
following, he further elaborates what he thinks of these new methods. 
For the junior forms, it maybe easier for the students because on the one hand 
we will have a more lenient standard to assess them, on the other hand, the 
materials are not that difficult. Yet when it comes to senior forms, it is actually 
very difficult for the students to present the concepts and ideas in the textbook, if 
they can do so, they will be writing the textbook themselves (laugh). 
It is very difficult for the students to construct the knowledge, when they fail, I 
will present it myself. My strategy now is: I give you a chance to construct, if you 
fail to do so, please follow my way. I have given you a chance, if you fail you 
should not complain (~]I(;ffOlff!/Jfj{~]lOlffr;g'1). If it does not work, I will use the 
so-called "traditional" teaching method. 
Ricky has commented that it is often very problematic when you try to take on a 
constructive approach to student learning. Indeed he is more than ready to fall back to 
the so-called traditional teaching methods of lecturing whenever those students face 
problems, and he justifies his so doing on the incapability of students. This suggests 
that there are times when even the Indifferent Subscriber has to face the discrepancies 
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between concepts and practice, and they have to come up with rationalization to 
account for their actions taken. In this case, Ricky qualifies the applicability of the 
idea of construction of knowledge by saying that he has tried to follow through with 
the idea but his students has failed to benefit from it. By claiming the inapplicability 
of the concept and idea, a teacher is making claims that try to re-define what is and is 
not functional to the everyday work. This suggests that "for the student" can be 
invoked in justifying and rationalizing the adoption or non-adoption of certain ideas 
and concepts. 
Indifference as a rationalized coping strategy 
The above cases serve to illustrate and describe the ways that the kind of indifferent 
orientation is manifested, for instance, the possible delinking between the reform 
requirement and actual practice, paying lip-service to the reform requirements and the 
willingness to use so-called traditional teaching methods. The following case serves to 
illustrate that rather than being a reactive and passive response, this kind of indifferent 
orientation can be viewed as an active and deliberate means of coping strategy by the 
teachers to respond to the reforms. In commenting about what pressures and changes 
he has to deal with that he finds most difficult during reforms, he says: 
I am, kind of detached from it [the reform] ... ! seldom bring school work back 
home to work on ... ! should put it in this way: because! am quite detached, ! am 
not affected by these things [reforms] " 
This quotation illustrates that this kind of indifference is deliberate and serves as a 
strategy to cope with the increased workload or pressure arising out of the reform. By 
distancing from and maintaining a boundary between work and other spheres, in 
Ricky's words, he can protect himself from being seriously affected by the reforms. It 
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shows that being indifferent is also a rationalized copIng strategy undertaken by 
teachers to overcome the currents of reform movements. 
Ideological Character of Institutional Elements 
The following case illustrates that the nature of institutionalized elements carries a 
highly ideological character and has little to do with the internal workings of the 
school as an organization. When Ricky is commenting on the emergence of Schools 
under Direct Subsidy Scheme, which has a different kind of funding and regulation 
arrangement from that of the public school, he says the following: 
I think I can hardly disagree with this saying of giving more choice to the 
parents ... 
Indeed, this quotation carries significant meaning in that it points to the ideological 
character of these ideas that are widely shared and institutionalized even in the 
individual-level. The fact that Ricky finds it difficult to disagree with these ideas, as 
institutionalized elements that structure and confer legitimacy to the new 
organizational form of schools, points to the nature of these institutionalized elements 
that carries a highly ideological character and bears little or no relationships with the 
efficiency or effectiveness of the internal arrangement of a school as an organization. 
Furthermore, the creation of a new kind of schools is first predicated upon a 
justification of catering to diversity in students' abilities and needs and freedom to 
choose by the parents. It is argued that the pervasiveness of the emphasis on both 
diversity and choice reflects a further elaboration and rationalization of the cultural 
models of world society and of individual that stress individual choices, expressed in 
the form of citizens' rights or human rights. In any case, it suggests that many of these 
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reforms proposals are predicated and legitimated by incorporating elements from the 
institutional environment in which schools are embedded, and hereby the schools' 
legitimacy is maintained (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a; 
Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Morrow & Torres 1995; Meyer et a11997; Frank & Meyer 
2002; Meyer, Driori & Hwang 2006). 
3.2.4 The Escaper 
The Escapers are, as the name suggests, those who quit teaching altogether. It acts as a 
counter example of those who keep on teaching. While there are many reports about 
teachers who left the field with ill-feeling or regret4, this thesis tries to focus on some 
cases of teachers who still feel connected to the teaching field. Their recounting of 
their experience at work illustrates how the framing and interpreting process affects 
their response, i.e. their decision at work and their subsequent decision to escape for 
good. 
Valentino has quitted his permanent job at the subsidized school. The immediate 
cause was that his school was facing the problem of shortage of students and the 
pressure to cut the number of staff, and there was the problem of school politics, 
therefore, he has to leave the school when they need to cut the number of staff. He 
stressed that he was fully competent and capable of find teaching posts at other 
schools, but he has other consideration in mind that lead him to quit the teaching 
profession entirely: 
But in the end I feel disappointed because I see that the future in education is 
unclear. People don't [want toJ have children. When there is not enough 
4 The most recent example concerning teachers in Hong Kong can be found in Ho (2006). 
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new-born babies, I don't have customers. No customer means that schools have 
to be cut down. Even if I manage to find a job, a permanent job, no one can be 
sure that there will not be cut back on number of classes and schools after five or 
ten years. After ten years I will be 38 years old, can I guarantee I can find a 
permanent job? I can't. I need to support my family, pay my housing mortgages 
and support my living. Can I afford to take up the post of substitute teachers or 
even become unemployed by that time? I will commit suicide by then. This is a 
quite important factor of consideration. 
And on the workload, Valentino has commented that the ever increasing workload and 
pressure has caused him to have health problems including vocal cord damage, which 
is a common problem among teachers, and headaches and stomachaches. 
Another teacher Emily has also quitted her job after eighteen years of teaching in 
secondary school. Originally she had planned to teach until she reached the age of 
retirement and never thought of quitting. However, she commented that the reform 
has led her to reflect more upon her experience and thus led to this decision. 
I have never thought of this ... firstly because I like teaching when I was young, 
and had planned to teach till retirement. The reform has made me to have other 
thoughts ... Don't get me wrong, I am not charging that the reform is bad and I 
still enjoy teaching. Indeed the school that I am now teaching is good, the 
students are good, and I feel that I can achieve something here. 
According to Emily, she started to have this kind of thoughts two years ago. It was a 
time when there was a fear among the teachers, as shown in the following: 
During those times, everyone is worrying, people started to gossip about what 
program you can study to secure you a place in NSS [New Secondary School 
System}, and also they started to count and speculate which subject will be 
totally cut out or trimmed down ... everybody is worrying about how to secure his 
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or her job. ] found these highly disturbing whenever] heard these sayings ... ] 
wonder why people have to be like this (grim smile) ... the policy makers or the 
decision makers seem to feel that: if you do not fit in, you should leave ... there 
were some speeches like this coming out ... that probably led to the public 
demonstration by teachers ... ] feel that why they talked about teachers in this 
way? 
All these have led Emil y to think that teaching might not be the only option for her 
future and there might be other things in store for her. 
Then] begin to think: Do ] need to teach for my whole life? .. ] begin to think 
this way, do ] need to be like this for the rest of my life? Frankly speaking, after 
the previous two years, things are getting better and people would not worry that 
much. But after] began to have that thought, ] will think that my direction does 
not necessarily be like this. ] can still teach something but not in such a 
committed way, and] can be less resigned (f!ff5ff). ] think the greatest change 
that the reform has effected upon me is that it makes me think about leaving this 
occupation (laugh) ... and to discover that when you take a step backward, it is 
still OK, and you are free to have your own life as well (laugh). 
Emily pointed out that while this kind of thinking is not uncommon among her friends 
who are also teachers, but they stopped short of quitting mostly because of family 
burden, and indeed it has caused a sense of resignation (~~) among them. However, 
on the whole, Emily does not have a very negative attitude towards the reform and she 
is indeed -rethinking about continuing her involvement in teaching, albeit not as a 
permanent teacher in school as she used to be. This illustrates that those teachers who 
left the teaching force might not be incapable persons to catch up with the reform. 
The existence of this category serves as a demonstration that the ultimate resistance of 
teachers is the total withdrawal from the occupation. And it illustrates that the 
negotiation process, and hence the institutionalization process, will not necessarily be 
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successful, and the incorporation might fail. Furthermore, these cases serve to show 
that it does not necessarily mean that this group of people thinks ill of the education 
reform, as shown in the case of Emily. However, through examining Valentino's case, 
it seems to suggest that many education changes do affect the teachers to the extent 
that the occupational security is apparently lost during the reforms, and this might 
have aggravated the tensions that the teachers might face during the process of 
making sense of and reconciling both emerging and existing linkages between ideas 
and practices. 
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3.3 Chapter Conclusion 
In this chapter I have attempted to sketch the various ways in which teachers make 
sense of the reform by focusing on two central questions: 
1) How do teachers talk about the emerging actions and practices of their work? 
2) How do teachers talk about the emerging concepts and ideas in relation to their 
work? 
I have also demonstrated that there are at least four possibilities that arise out of this 
meaning negotiation process when teachers try to reconcile the aspects of ideas and 
practices. Indeed by categorizing the many different responses along the dimensions 
of concept/idea and work/practice, it enables us to systematically present the general 
processes that teachers undertake when they are facing changes in both aspects, which 
is summarized in Figure 3.1 below. 
Concept and Idea 
Strong ........................ Weak 
Strong 
The Active The Indifferent 
Participant Subscriber 






Figure 3.1: Categorization of teachers' meaning negotiation process in relation to 
work and workplace. 
The "concept and idea" in Figure 3.1 are here defined in the broadest sense that refer 
to a certain new word and rhetoric that denotes or describes what teachers' work is 
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and should be, or a formal or theoretical term that denotes or describes what teachers ' 
work is and should be. The "work and practice" are also similarly defined in the 
broadest sense that refer to a certain new form (~~) or proposal C~¥&BW) that 
must be completed as required by the education authorities, or to the new way of 
teaching, e.g. student-centered (~~J~*) activities, that is actually performed in 
classroom that is also mandated by the education authorities. 
The strong to weak arrow denotes whether a teacher can make sense of and strongly 
identify with either the aspect of idea or practice. The category at the strong extreme 
suggests that the teachers can make sense of and strongly identify with that particular 
aspect. The category at the weak extreme, however, does not necessarily mean a 
rejection, it suggests that a teacher has much difficulty to make sense of and identify 
with that aspect. It is represented in this way to illustrate that the dimensions is in 
reality a matter of degree or a continuum in the responses among the teachers. The 
real situation seldom fits neatly into a single category. 
The first type of responses is categorized under the name the Active Participant. These 
are people who eagerly try to make sense of both emerging idea and practice and 
sought to reach a successful matching between both aspects. The second type of 
responses -is categorized under the name the Ambivalent Follower. These are people 
who can make sense of and identify with the emerging idea but have not been 
successful in matching that idea with the emerging practice. The third type of 
responses is categorized under the name the Indifferent Subscriber. These are people 
who cannot make sense of or identify with the emerging idea but nevertheless adopt 
the emerging practice as they are asked or required to. The forth type of responses are 
categorized under the name the Escaper. These are people who cannot make sense of 
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or identify with both the emerging idea and practice and in the end choose to leave the 
occupation altogether. 
The mere presence of these four possibilities immediately illuminates that the nature 
of the linkage between the concept/idea and the work/practice is highly and constantly 
contested and should not be taken-for-granted. The meaning negotiation process 
should not, however, be treated as a process through which teachers can only 
incorporate the proposed changes in the idea and practice; incorporation is only one of 
the possible results. It should also not be assumed that such negotiation process would 
necessaril y lead to successful reconciliation between the existing and the emerging 
linkage of the two aspects. Negotiation, as the name suggests, reflects the ambiguous 
nature of interpretation of all the parties involved or affected by the changes. The 
category of The Escaper serves as a reminder that there is always a possibility the 
negotiation process will fail and will result in the resignation of teachers as one of the 
possible response. 
Readers are here reminded that this meaning negotiation framework is proposed for 
the sake of delineating whether and in what ways changes in the institutional 
environment structure and affect the work and practice of individuals in an 
organization. And as shown in the above, there are at least four kinds of orientation 
that an individual can undertake when they face these changes. And it is shown that 
the issue of de-coupling can be systematically presented along the two dimensions of 
idea and practice, based on which teachers' strategies can be conceptualized also 
along the said dimensions. 
These strategies are important because on the one hand, it allows the teachers the 
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freedom to modify these mandated changes in a manner necessary to make things 
work. The variations among different schools and different students are great and it 
allows the flexibility to modify and justify the modifications without threatening the 
legitimacy of a school. On the other hand, these are possible avenues for the teachers 
to negotiate the meaning of and to redefine the linkage between these ideas and 
practices at the workplace level, while still maintaining the legitimacy in the eyes of 
the stakeholders immediately around them. More specifically, these strategies include 
reinstating what teacher's responsibility is towards the student to rationalize the 
efforts paid in changing to the new idea and practice, appealing to a broader good 
such as for the benefits of the student in order to justify a selection of new practice, or 
qualifying the applicability of a certain idea to justify the use of existing or old 
practice. These strategies, however, almost always invoke the students, i.e. "for the 
students' sake", as the principal rationalization irrespective of the categories that one 
belongs to. 
Albeit there are four differing orientations engendered from the negotiation process, it 
is argued that the four categories of teachers share some basic commonalities. Firstly, 
they share the basic pragmatic concerns and tend to first evaluate and rationalize any 
changes in terms of the functionality of the emerging ideas and practices. Secondly, 
whether it is voluntary or imposed, teachers become a strategic (not necessarily 
rational) actor in making sense of and negotiating with the changes instigated in the 
institutional environment that attempt to structure and redefine what teachers' work 
and workplace are. However, the paradox of these reforms is that it might not reflect 
something really new and innovative but only a renewed emphasis of and further 
elaboration or formalization in explicit terms of something which has always been 
implemented, with constantly changing ideas and practices to describe the same thing. 
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It is argued that these reforms and educational changes within school might not solely 
reflect and respond to the needs that is internal to the conditions of the school, but 
reflect and respond to the need of appearing legitimate and "improving with time" (W 
B~TIEJi) by taking up "modem" approaches to conceptualize or talk about traditional 
properties, expressed in terms of emerging and constantly changing vocabularies 
designating the same or similar ideas and practices, for instance TOC, BCA & TSA. It 
is argued that it is by incorporation of the legitimate elements from the institutional 
environments that these schools maintain the legitimacy and secure material support 
for their survival (Meyer~ Boli & Thmoas 1987 ~ Meyer & Rowan 1992a~ 1992b~ 
Meyer & Scott 1992~ Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
To sum up, this chapter tries to show how the internal workings are affected by the 
changes in the wider institutional environments in which the schools are embedded 
and to delineate and describe how teachers as a strategic actor try to make sense of 
and negotiate with these changes through the meaning negotiation process, and 
thereby, try to come up with coping strategies to deal with the changes. However, it is 
argued that the meaning negotiation process is not limited only to what one does 
within schools. And it is further argued that the effects of changes in the institutional 
environment are not limited to within schools but extend beyond the boundary of the 
schools. In the next chapter, cases will be presented to illustrate that the idea and 
practice of teacher-student relationship and teacher-parent relationship are subject to 
the influence of changes in the wider institutional environment that defines and 
structures the activities and entities both within and outside the school as an 
organization embedded in such an environment (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987 ~ Meyer 
& Rowan 1992a, 1992b~ Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
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4.1 Introduction 
In the last chapter, it is shown that the internal workings of a school as an organization 
are subject to the influence of the changes in the wider institutional environment in 
which the school is embedded, and it is also shown how teachers as strategic actors 
try to make sense of and negotiate with these changes through the meaning 
negotiation process, and thereby, try to come up with coping strategies to deal with 
the changes. It is argued that the influence of changes in the institutional environment 
is not limited to within but also outside the school. In fact, it will be demonstrated in 
this chapter that changes in the wider institutional environment define and structure 
the activities and entities both within and outside the school as an organization 
embedded in such an environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a; Meyer & Scott 1992; 
Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
Meyer & Scott (1992: 14) have broadly defined institutional environment as including 
"the rules and belief systems as well as the relational networks that arise in the 
broader societal context". In the macro-level, it includes the "culturally defined 
model" (Scott 1992: 163) of the relationships between related organizations 
embedded- in the same institutional environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; 
Meyer & Scott 1992; Scott 1992). But what does it refer to in the micro-level? It is 
argued that the institutional environment in the micro-level includes the "culturally 
defined model" (Scott 1992: 163) of the relationships between related actors in an 
organization embedded in the same institutional environment. In the case of school as 
an organization embedded in such an environment, it refers to the kind of relationship 
envisioned between teachers and the stakeholders of the school. 
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Specifically in this chapter, cases about the teacher-student relationship and the 
teacher-parent relationship are presented in order to examine how teachers make sense 
of and respond to the changing ideas of relationship with regard to students and 
parents, as defined and structured by the wider institutional environment, and to 
illustrate the effects and implications of these changes upon the education system in 
the micro-level. This is important because how teachers make sense of and respond to 
these changes provides the foundation for which other macro processes of change 
becomes possible; hence these constitute an integral part of the larger 
institutionalization process at play when there are changes in the idea and practice of 
these relationships (Cobum 2004; Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
As will be shown in the following sections, there are apparently much conflict in 
teachers' daily encounter with the students as well as with the parents during the 
reform. However, it is argued that these apparent conflicts have to be understood in 
the context of the changes in the wider institutional environment. It is further argued 
that these cases are a manifestation of the changes in the relationships envisioned 
between teacher and students, and between teacher and parent in the school as defined 
by the wider institutional environment. These changes reflect a reconfiguration of the 
expected and proper behavior engendered from the incorporation of highly ideological 
and widely shared institutionalized elements from the wider institutional environment. 
The ideas of teacher-student relationship that stresses on friendship and of 
teacher-parent relationship that stresses on accountability, which will be illustrated 
and discussed in the respective sections that follows, are a manifestation of the 
worldwide emphases on equality, transparency, democratic participation and 
participatory decision-making, all of which pertain to the characteristics of an image 
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of what a modem world society should be like, that are widely shared across the 
nations which strive to become a member of this visionary world society and gain 
legitimacy by incorporating these institutionalized elements into the formal structure 
of individual nation (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b, 
Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
However, it must be clarified that while many cases of conflicts are shown in the 
sections that follow, this thesis does not aim at conveying any message that suggests 
an immanent break -down of the relationship between teachers and students, as well as 
between teachers and parents. Rather, this chapter tries to focus on the deviant cases 
for the sole purpose of better illuminating the mechanisms at play in the meaning 
negotiation process that teachers undertake when they encounter changes in the 
institutional environment that spans its influence both within and outside the school. 
Sometimes this immanent sense of crisis might be more powerful in eliciting 
responses from the teachers. Moreover, while the changes in the idea of 
teacher-student relationship and teacher-parent relationship apparently have originated 
in time before the current wave of educational reforms, as will be shown below that 
due to the active promotion by the education authority, the tensions arising out of 
these changes that the teachers have felt are undoubtedly heightened and exacerbated. 
Based on the above, the central concern of this chapter is: What would happen in the 
micro-level when the kind of relationship envisioned or as defined by the wider 
institutional environment changes? Put it more specifically, what would happen in 
school when the kind of relationship of teachers with the students and the parents 
envisioned are changed? It is argued that when the idea of the said relationships 
changes and is formally adopted in the institutions, all the expectation and behavior 
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associated, or in other words the practice associated, with the original idea need to be 
re-negotiated and there are practical consequences that must be dealt with and settled. 
In the following, I will first turn to examine the aspect of teacher-student relationship. 
4.2 Teacher-student relationship 
Perhaps the most vivid demonstration of the change in idea of the teacher-student 
relationship is a TV advertisement recently put on air by the Education Bureau. The 
advertisement is actively promoting a particular idea of the new role of teachers in the 
reforming education system. The following are some major points emphasized in the 
advertisement that deserves our particular attention. 1 The Figures referred to in the 
following are attached in Appendix B. 
The advertisement first begins by showing Mr. Chan [Figure 1], the main narrator of 
the script, who introduces himself as a secondary school teacher and emphasizes that 
he is a creative teacher. He then demonstrates it by making use of a piece of cloth 
marked with some Chinese characters "Boundary Chu and River Han", i.e. those 
appearing in Chinese chess template that divide the chess plate into two equal half for 
each side [Figure 2]. This emphasis on creative teaching may appear odd at first, 
because we are used to associate the work of teacher with teaching, but the emphasis 
on creative teaching instead of mere teaching suggests a contrast between 
"traditional" method of lecturing, or chalk and talk, and the "creative" method of 
activity teaching (1151JJ~j(~) and other non-conventional method. The call for 
teachers to be a creative one implies that traditional method is considered unsuitable 
1 There are differences in length and wordings between the version of advertisement available from the 
webpage of the Information Services Department, HKSAR, and the version shown on television. 
Moreover, the English translation of the transcript available on the said webpage does not strictly 
correspond to its Chinese counterpart. The discussion here is based on the Chinese version of the 
advertisement shown on television. Both screen caps and transcript are attached as Appendix B. 
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and outdated in the "new" education system. 
In the third scenario, it is shown that when a student does not pay attention in class 
and is daydreaming, the teacher just knocks on the table lightly. When the student 
"wakes up" and turns to look at the teacher, the teacher just smiles at the student 
[Figure 3a & 3b]. This is the first scenario that depicts a friendly and harmonious 
relationship between teacher and students that are void of conflicts or confrontation. 
When the student is day-dreaming in class, the teacher can smilingly remind the 
student to pay attention in class. This implicitly reflects that direct scolding and 
confrontation is not preferred. 
In the next scenario, Mr. Chan is leading a group of students to a museum happily and 
said that "students can also learn a lot outside classroom" [Figure 4]. This scenario 
strongly suggests that the workplace of teachers is no longer confined within the 
classroom. The teachers are invited to, if not required to, bring and at the same time 
supervise the students to undertake learning activities outside the classroom. 
The most explicit request or requirement of the teachers nowadays is put forward 
when Mr. Chan enthusiastically said, "I am a good friend to my students!" [Figure 5] 
and "Sometimes I am also a social worker!" [Figure 6] By saying "I am a good friend 
to my students!", it clearly emphasizes on friendship and hence a companion-like or 
equalitarian relationship between teacher and student. This emphasis suggests a 
contrast to the kind of relationship between teacher and student in the past where there 
is a clear sense of hierarchy of authority and of boundary such that teacher is clearly 
above the student. The whole emphasis is reinforced when the advertisement shows 
that the students seem to playfully chases after each other along the corridor and 
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around Mr. Chan, and Mr. Chan just smiles at his students without scolding or 
disciplining them [Figure 5]. This clearly suggests that there should be no distance 
between the teacher and the student so that they can play together and that the 
students should not be afraid of the teachers. The scenario in [Figure 6] shows an 
emphasis on being a social worker for the students. This suggests that there must be 
close relationship between teacher and students and most importantly, a teacher must 
listen to and try to empathetically understand the student. 
In the following scenario, Mr. Chan happily said, "I'm a student, too!" [Figure 7] and 
"I'm taking professional development courses to prepare myself for the new senior 
secondary academic structure which starts in 2009." By saying "I'm a student, too!", 
it is a clear emphasis on the similarity between Mr. Chan and his students and further 
suggests that there is not much difference between teacher and students. It can even 
suggest that the teacher and student are actually equal. This again strongly suggests 
the relationship between teacher and student is equalitarian instead of hierarchical. 
The advertisement then shows that Mr. Chan smilingly listens to the lecture and jot 
notes [Figure 8]. It suggests that Mr. Chan, so should all teachers, embraces the new 
and changing requirement of the education system and willingly and happily prepares 
himself with the "professional development courses". 
In the last but second scenario, it first shows Mr. Chan, whose appearance seems very 
proud of what he has just said and "done", standing alone and said, "That's the way to 
be a good teacher!" [Figure 9]. This obviously suggests that what counts as a good 
teacher changes nowadays and a good teacher has to achieve everything Mr. Chan has 
said and "done" in the advertisement. 
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But it is the last scenario that is the most important. In the last scenario, right after Mr. 
Chan has said "That's the way to be a good teacher!", a group of student showed their 
faces from the windows behind Mr. Chan and shouted, "Yes, that's right!" [Figure 10]. 
This strongly shows that everything is done for the sake of the students. But it also 
implies that students' acceptance is considered very important for everything is done 
in order to win over the students' acceptance. 
To sum up, the advertisement can be said to be a vivid illustration of the mUltiple 
demands on teachers' work: 
1) Becoming creative in teaching, as opposed to only chalk and talk or lecturing 
2) Workplace delimited, supervise and take care of students both inside and outside 
of classroom. 
3) Becoming good friends with students, having friendship, companion-like, and an 
equalitarian relationship with the student, emphasizing the similarity and absence 
of hierarchy or distance between teachers and students 
4) Becoming a social worker for students, emphasizing attendance to the 
psychological needs of the students 
5) Engaging in professional development and further study, emphasizing 
willingness to embrace whatever changes in the reforming education system 
This advertisement is important firstly because it is one of the most complete images 
of teacher that the Education Bureau is promoting; it is an attempt to define in almost 
every aspect what a good teacher and a good teacher-student relationship should be. 
Secondly, there are apparently huge differences between the ideals and the reality that 
the teachers encounter in schools. The image put up in the advertisement appears 
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overl y idealistic in view of the numerous debates and reports about the pressures that 
teachers have when they deal with the various reforms in recent years. These 
pressures are also felt by many of my informants. One of the informants, Billy, has 
bluntly said that he is "angered" by this advertisement because there are many 
differences between the advertisement and the actual work. Indeed, when I try to 
compare the kind of scenarios advertised with the scenarios described to me by my 
informants, there are many differences between what is portrayed in the advertisement 
and what is actually going on in the classroom. Take project learning for example, 
where students are encouraged to venture outside the boundary of the school to learn 
under the guidance of teachers, yet this has put heavy workload burden upon teachers 
because very often out-of-school learning activities are required to be supervised by 
teachers. Some informants have commented that these activities are not enjoyable but 
only tiresome for them especially when they are required to lead many project groups 
to various places outside school. Ricky, a secondary school teacher, has commented 
that "I treat it as just a job assigned to me", and Quincy has commented that "I feel 
that I am paid to engage in activities with others' children". 
The aforementioned are only some of the many stories my informants have told me 
that reveals the stark discrepancies of what is promoted and what is happening. But 
how do the teachers make sense of and respond to these discrepancies and changes? 
To be illustrated in the cases that follow, many teachers have apparently observed that 
being a teacher nowadays is very different from doing so in the past. They have also 
observed that the students are very different nowadays and so does their relationship 
with their students. What these changes might mean for teachers? How do they make 
sense of these changes, particularly with the active promotion by the Education 
Bureau of a kind of friendship or a companion-like relationship between teachers and 
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students, as exemplified in the advertisement detailed in the introduction? In addition, 
perhaps not all the teachers are comfortable with those changes. Without making 
moral judgment upon teachers too hastily, we should first look into for what and why 
teachers feel uncomfortable about these changes. Presented in the following cases are 
the effects and implications of these changes and followed with discussion in detail. 
Teachers' Loss of Authority 
- "Teachers are ALWAYS wrong,,2 
Quincy, who has taught for around 5 years in primary school but eventually left the 
occupation, is ambivalent towards the change of teacher-student relationship and has 
taken it as a loss of teachers' authority over students: 
For teacher's role, in the past teachers was high above [the student}, now the 
teachers are friends ... you have to chat much with them. In the past the teachers 
were always right, nowadays, the teachers are ... I don't know ... always wrong 
(laugh) and [teachers} must be challenged. 
The sense of ambivalence expressed in Quincy's tone is apparent even though she 
laughingly described that "teachers are always wrong" and "must be challenged" 
nowadays. Quincy has recognized that the role of teachers has changed from "high 
above [the student]" to being "friends" with the student. However, it goes hand in 
hand with the consequence that "teachers are always wrong" and "must be 
challenged". What these words reflect is a sense that teachers' words and actions are 
more and more open to challenge by the students instead of being respected and 
followed in the past. This experience is quite common particularly among more 
experienced informants who recognize that they are more and more expected to 
2 r ::fSgffi7k5i~~1¥J J in Chinese. 
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become "friends" with their students nowadays. The power relationship of 
super-ordinate and subordinate based on teachers' position vis-a-vis students is giving 
way to a more equalitarian and companionship-like relationship because the position 
of teacher is no longer high above the student but is on equal footing with the students. 
This reflects that the authority that teachers command in the past cannot be treated as 
taken-for-granted based solely on their respective positions. And at the same time, this 
change of power relationship has practical consequences in that a lot of the existing 
shared expectation of what a proper teacher-student relationship is now disappearing 
or are being replaced. 
Change in Manner as manifestation of Change in Existing Order 
- "Students now do not have manners!" 
The following three cases of Eliza, who has taught for over 19 years in a subsidized 
secondary school, precisely demonstrates what changes are happening in the existing 
shared expectation of what a proper teacher-student relationship. Even simple gesture 
like greeting can reflect the changes in relationship between teacher and student. Eliza, 
who has taught for over 19 years in secondary school, commented in a bit raised tone 
that the students nowadays do not have "manners": 
Basically they will not greet us when we come across each other. It was not like 
this in the past ... [in the past five to ten years], the students would at least greet 
you with a smile. [Earlier than that,] the students would [(action: slightly bow to 
the researcher)] when they saw you from far away. It all disappears now. They 
will not respond even if you greet them first. I don't know if they do not respect 
you or what. Only after I asked them "what do you respond when I greet you?", 
they will then respond by "good morning miss". It seems that they do not even 
know [basic manners] ... 
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Eliza obviously feels very uncomfortable about the "disappeared" manners. Ten years 
ago, she would be greeted by "student's bowing" even if there was a long distance 
between the teacher and the student. Five to ten years ago, this has slowly changed to 
a slight smile. But nowadays the students might not even respond to her when she 
greets them first. Only after she enquiringly asked the students what they should 
respond if they are greeted, then she would be greeted. 
This reveals a major change in the teacher-student relationship because manners can 
be said to be the most explicit ritual through which a sense of the existing order is 
manifested and thereby the institution of school norms is at place. For when manners 
are change, it immediately conveys a sense of change to the existing order. The order, 
in this case, refers to those shared expectation of what a proper teacher-student 
relationship is like and is manifested most explicitly in the behavior of greeting as a 
ritual. When manners are changed, so does everything that goes with it. More 
specifically in Eliza's case, it reveals that the kind of authority and the sense of being 
respected that the teachers commanded by virtue of their position in the past are lost 
and cannot be taken-for-granted nowadays. 
Inverted power relationship between teacher and student 
- "Teachers are rubbish!" 
The change in teacher-student relationship can be much more drastic and intense, 
manifesting itself in terms of conflict between teacher and student. In another case 
recounted also by Eliza, as shown below, the teachers now have to face very blunt and 
explicit feedback or challenge to their authority in teaching. 
I think that being a teacher now is very different from what it used to be. In the 
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past, you clearly knew you were a teacher and they were students, but now you 
really have to be tolerant ... They will see if you are energetic enough and can 
make them happy in your lesson, otherwise they will not give any response, or 
simply ignore you. They would even use words like "rubbish" to describe you! 
How come! Scolding teachers were simply not possible in the past! They really 
used "rubbish" to describe you! They will then disappear from your classes, that 
means they would be "absent" with parents' letter. 
Eliza's annoyed response suggests that she is indeed offended by this kind of change. 
In Eliza's words the students can simply "ignore" the teacher if that teacher did not 
make them "happy in the lesson" and can even go so far as describing the teacher as 
"rubbish". As far as Eliza is concerned, these behaviors are not possible before. It 
actually reflects that the hierarchy now seems to be turned upside down, and the 
students can ignore or even explicitly challenge the teachers' authority in teaching. It 
further reveals that the clear sense of order where there was a clear boundary and 
hierarchy between teacher and student and where every party knew what they were 
supposed or expected to do is now falling apart totally. 
A new requirement in a new teacher-student relationship 
- "Show me why you deserve our respect!" 
The following comment made by Ann a , who is a teacher for over ten years, aptly 
summarizes the change (or loss) in the nature of the basis or foundation of the 
teacher-student relationship: 
In the past, the students paid much respect to the teachers. Nowadays, the 
students think that you [the teacher] have to show me that you have got 
something that deserves my respect. They [the students] would not even listen to 
their parents, why do they have to listen to you [the teacher]? If they do not 
"buy" you, they will not "show" you. 
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The word "buy you" here is similar to the notion of buy and sell as in economic 
transaction and it can be roughly translated into "accept your way of doing things" 
whereas the word "show you" here can be roughly translated into "pay attention to or 
entertain you". This on the one hand shows that Anna has made sense of these 
changes in the teacher-student relationship in a way similar to that between a 
sales-person and a customers. On the other hand, this reveals the emphasis and 
importance of students' acceptance of teachers, similar to a customer accepting the 
salesperson, which is now doubly emphasized in the relationship between teacher and 
student. 
Moreover, by saying that teachers have to "show me [students] that you [teachers] 
have got something that deserves my [student's] respect", it illustrates a new 
expectation or quality that is required of the teacher, apart from occupying the 
position of teacher, such that the teachers are "respected". This shows one of the 
consequences of the strong emphasis on equalitarian relationships between teachers 
and students that the original expectations of how teachers and students relate to each 
other are lost and new expectations of what teachers should do are now evolving and 
the teachers might not be ready or even want to accept these new expectations. 
Sanction of teachers who fail to meet the new requirement 
- "Teachers are Monsters!" 
The following case is about a teacher who tries to accept and follow the newly 
evolved expectations of what teachers should do. Sara has vividly described the ways 
that she has tried to communicate with her students so as not to be considered as a 
"monster": 
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Indeed, you have to use whatever words that are "hit" [popular] among them. 
For instance, when they like playing TV games, you have to play TV games so 
that you can talk about it with them. You also have to know what particular 
places that they would like to go, or what things are "hit" [popular] among them. 
Otherwise, they will feel as you are a monster / old troll. 
Those "hit" and popular things that Sara mentioned above include things include NDS, 
famous verse in TV serial dramas and so on. The emphasis on using whatever words 
that are popular among students to communicate with them represents one of the first 
evolving requirements for teachers to better "communicate" with and to "motivate" 
the students in class. This reflects the emphasis on the acceptance from the students is 
being reinforced; thereby further undermining teachers' authority in order to establish 
an equalitarian or companion-like relationship. 
The practical consequences of the new teacher-student relationship 
- "A student filed a formal complaint against me" 
The following case serves as a more concrete example to show that it requires the 
active participation on the part of the teachers to consolidate their relationship with 
the students. Another novice teacher, Peter, who has been teaching for around two 
years in a secondary school, feels that it is his duty "to put down your self-esteem and 
to have an equalitarian interaction with your students". He has recounted his 
experience handling a problematic student when the student tries to challenge his 
authority in the classroom during his first year of teaching: 
When I started to teach in that school in the first year, I remember that there was 
a female student who tried to challenge me because I was new. . . . Because of 
something, she filed a formal complaint against me to the school administration, 
and the administration has also discussed this issue with me. 
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I cannot say that I did not do anything wrong in that case, and I do admit that I 
have some aspects that I did not handled so well ... after the incident, my first 
reaction was that I reflected upon myself to see whether or not and in what 
aspects that I did not handle so well. Then the next day, I openly apologized to 
her in front of the whole class. I also explained clearly why I apologized to her 
and suggested her to also reflect upon her own doings. 
After the whole ordeal, our relationship has actually improved. I am one of the 
few teachers that she will listen to and I can see that she has paid much attention 
in my class and has respected me even outside the classroom. 
While it is not known exactly for what Peter was complained, the researcher suspects 
that Peter undertook some action to discipline that student but that student thought it 
was inappropriate. In Peter's own words, he has earned the "respect" of that student 
by proactively reflect upon his own action and willingly apologize to the student in 
front of the whole class, thereby giving up the old image of teacher who was a moral 
figure or a "Mr. Right" as in never making mistakes. At the same time, Peter also 
made strong requests to that student to do the same thing as he did to reflect upon the 
appropriateness of her own action. This reciprocal requirement of both parties towards 
each other illustrates that to some extent they are on relatively the same ground where 
negotiation is possible. And it is the teacher who tries to negotiate with the student 
instead of the reverse. This shows that the emphasis on companion-like relationship 
has transformed the authority relationship between the two. While it might be too 
early to conclude that every confrontational case can be solved by proactive reflection 
upon own action and willingly apologize, yet it is important to point out that the 
apology, similar to greeting, serves as a most explicit form of expression of or ritual 
signifying the new sense of order. Thus, apology shows both the conformance to and 
the consolidation of the new sense of order. 
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While it might be held up as a successful case of the "reformed" teacher-student 
relationship, it also reveals another phenomenon that deserves attention. The fact that 
a formal complaint could be initiated by a student alone and was entertained by the 
school administration has revealed that the authority of teacher is now severely 
circumscribed and is subject to the challenge of the student. The complaint or 
challenge of the student now carries certain degree of legitimacy under the new 
system. Indeed the school cannot simply ignore these claims raised by the students as 
the school is held accountable to a variety of stakeholders including students and their 
parents. In a way, it can be said that it has become increasingly formalized that 
schools are held accountable to students and hence answerable to the enquiries or 
complaints by the students. 
The change in the scope of teachers' authority 
- "The student can dance very well!" 
In addition to these changing expectations and transforming rituals, many new claims 
and justifications have sprung up that requires teachers' attention in their encounter 
with the students. Even daily routine like administering homework is affected, 
perhaps unintended, by the emphasis on extra-curricular activities or whole-person 
development (~A~*). Quincy has recounted her difficult position when some 
students used their extra-curricular activities to request for some concessions within 
classroom. 
When they are practicing for the dance, they can make an excuse to you saying 
that they could not finish [so many homework] and you begin to wonder what 
your current focus should be ... It is very common for dancing, track team 
etc .... Frankly speaking, if I were a dance teacher, I surely want you to attend on 
time, and the children will also be on time because they can play .... but when I try 
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to tell the dance teacher that the student cannot practice because the student has 
not yet finished their work and has to be detained, the dance teacher will make 
excuse like there will be competition soon and the student is really good at 
dancing etc. 
As the above quotation shows, the student used dance competition as a valid excuse to 
petition towards the teachers for less homework assigned. Quincy was caught in a 
difficult position to decide between detaining the students who have not submitted 
homework punctually and letting the students go to practice for inter-school 
competition that are said to help students develop holistically. As far as Quincy is 
concerned she is very skeptical about the use of these dances and competition and has 
commented that these are arguably not for the benefits of the students but for the 
promotion of the school name. However, this case precisely reveals that many new 
claims are evolving that might become justifiable and legitimate in further 
undermining of or circumscribing the scope of teachers' authority. Each individual 
teacher's authority is further undermined by this emphasis on the whole-person 
development because to some extent the teacher's authority is subjected to the 
pressure from outside the classroom. 
Section Summary: 
How teachers make sense of these changes? 
Elizabeth, a teacher for over 30 years of experience, has recognized the widespread 
prevalence of this emphasis on the nature of teacher-student relationship and has 
commented that: 
When compared with the past, nowadays ... I think basically the majority of 
teachers will share the same attitudes. It is now very difficult to require a 
student ... or in other words, a harmonious teacher-student relationship is built 
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upon the fact that he [the student] do not feel the teacher is high above 
him ... therefore ... if you can become friends with the student, it will be very 
good ... it is actually a very high requirement. 
In Elizabeth's words, it is now "very difficult" to maintain a harmonious 
teacher-student relationship if the students still "feel the teacher is high above" them. 
Firstly, this suggests the prevalence and seemingly irreversibility of this change in the 
nature of teacher-student relationship. In other words, it becomes essential or a 
requirement for teachers to build up an equalitarian relationship or friendship with the 
students. 
Just as Elizabeth has recognized that "it is a very high requirement" to do so, it 
reflects that following the new conception of companion-like relationship between 
teacher and student, there are many newly evolved or evolving expectations and 
rituals of what teacher and student should do. The cases in this section precisely show 
some of the major consequences arising out of this new conception, namely, the loss 
of respect (manners), loss of authority in teaching (being called rubbish), possible 
challenge from students' complaints (formal complaint), new requirement of earning 
the respect of students (show me why to respect you), and handling competing claims 
on students' time apart from academic study (emphasis on extra-curricular activities 
and whole-person development). 
There are of course some informants who have reservation or do not agree with this 
change. Among my informants, Kate has expressed the strongest objection to this 
change: 
I do think this is not right ... this should not be like this ... there must be a 
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difference in superiority in order to teach the students ... and you must not let 
them feel that you are on equal footing with them ... or else how do you command 
the authority to speak? .. how do I teach? .. and how do I counsel the students? 
There must be a superior position and a subordinate position to do these 
things ... but it is not like the authoritarian in the past that used a whip to beat 
you (lJlfff!ll!f(£!f(£jT~F), but it cannot be equal ({!1i*Qfffi]J;)i*Zf5~. 
As shown in the above quotation, Kate has quickly rejected the idea that teachers and 
students should be friends, and in Kate's words it is problematic for teachers and 
students to become friends who are equal in the absolute sense because it is not 
possible for teachers to carry out the duty. However, it is argued that the problem lies 
in the fact that there is immense ambiguity in the concept of "friendship", such that 
when it is incorporated into the teacher-student relationship, the same kind of 
ambiguity is incorporated as well. This suggests that there is a long way to go before 
the negotiation process is completed. But most importantly, she has recognized that 
the teachers' authority no longer rests on an authoritarian foundation such that the 
way a teacher exercise his or her authority may no longer be bare, raw and unlimited. 
This apparently suggests the significance and pervasiveness of this change in the idea 
of teacher-student relationship. 
Perhaps the most succinct summary of the change is indicated in the following 
response from Juno, who has had experience teaching in both private and public 
school. 
The time has changed (Q{fff[fj(1!!I!!i), nowadays the students might not accept 
highly authoritarian-style ... the method may be different ... it is ok to be friends ... 
There must be trust [between you and the students}, and they will listen to you 
when you try to talk to them. When there is trust, you can do things more 
smoothly ... If there is trust ... they may come to discuss with you whenever they 
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have problems, then when you give advice to them, it is more likely that they will 
accept it. This is different from the times when I was studying. I seldom talked 
with my teacher, but the time that I am working in now, I frequently have meals 
together outside school. It shows there is major difference. 
As J uno has said "the time has changed" and the relationship between teacher and 
student have to be based on "trust" instead of "highly authoritarian style" in the past. 
These words precisely reflect that the teacher-student relationship are now to be 
understood in terms of "trust" but not in terms of "authority", and that these changes 
are perceived to be functional in terms of "doing things more smoothly". 
Thus now we can be better equipped to understand that "the time has changed" means 
the change in power relationship between teacher and student. But more importantly, 
by saying that "the time has changed", it conveys a sense that the teachers are 
beginning to accept these changes as necessary and given. It suggests that a new sense 
of order has been re-established and that these changes become rationalized by 
perceiving these changes as functional and as irreversible and given. 
However, it is argued that this change of power relationship between teacher and 
student and the subsequent re-establishment of a sense of order must be understood in 
the context of the changes in the institutional environment. It is further argued that 
these cases are a manifestation of the changes in the relationships envisioned between 
teacher and students, and between teacher and parent in the school as defined by the 
wider institutional environment. 
Although the above cases might apparently appear as a conflict between teacher and 
student, for example refusing to greet the teachers that undermines teachers' authority, 
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it should not be taken as a conflict in the sense of perennial conflict between teacher 
and student whose interests are fundamentally different, as described Waller (1961) 
who took a conflict perspective to theorize about the teacher-student relationship. It 
must be pointed out that the perceived omission to greet is by no means a calculated 
and rational action on the students' part to deliberately challenge teacher's authority. It 
is argued that such "challenge" to the teachers' authority is a manifestation of the 
reconfiguration of expected and proper behaviors from the idea of authoritarian 
relationship to a companion-like relationship between teacher and students, as defined 
and structured by the wider institutional environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; 
Meyer & Scott 1992; Morrow & Torres 1995). More importantly, the cases in this 
section also shows that the teachers well recognize the changing idea of 
teacher-student relationship, and have sought to make sense of it and come up with a 
practice to match with the idea, thereby giving rise to an evolving pattern of expected 
and proper behavior between teacher and student as companion and friends. 
This section thus shows that these changes in the relationship between teacher and 
student do not necessarily originate from conditions within the school; rather these 
changes also originate from the changes in the wider institutional environment that 
define and structure what is going on within school as an organization embedded in 
such an environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Morrow 
& Torres 1995). In the next section, I will turn to examine how the envisioned idea of 
teacher-parent relationship as defined by the wider institutional environment may 
affect teachers' daily activities and interaction with parents. 
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4.3 Teacher-parent relationship 
With the introduction of the idea of teacher-parent relationship that explicitly 
emphasizes on accountability, and related policies of school-based management and 
internal and external school review, many informants have expressed that the 
relationships between teachers and parents are drastically changing. In addition to this 
changing governance structure of school, there are parent teacher associations and the 
wider call for the introduction of teacher and parent members into the board of 
directors of schools that aims to make the school administration more transparent and 
accountable to the public. It is argued that these changes reflect the changes of the 
idea of teacher-parent relationship predicated upon increasing extension of and 
elaboration of the idea of transparency, accountability to the public and democratic 
participation with respect to the school as an organization embedded in the 
institutional environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; 
Morrow & Torres 1995). 
Having undertaken a comparative study of the parent participation in school affairs 
which is legally required by the states in the form of setting up legal requirement of 
association of parents with schools that their children attend through systems of 
elected representative and committees, Beattie (1985) argued that the primary concern 
and motivation of governments in doing so is the issue of "legitimation crisis" as 
proposed by Habermas. Beattie has argued that the problem of legitimation arises out 
of the endogenous factors of that particular nation. However, it is argued in this 
chapter that these changes reflect a more widespread institutionalization process going 
on. The very fact that these arrangements of parent-school or parent-teacher 
association can work is because it is conforming to the worldwide ideological and 
institutionalized rational myth of accountability to the public, transparency of public 
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administration, and democratic participation, pertaining of what a visionary model of 
what a modem world society should be like. It is by conforming to these cultural or 
institutional rules as defined and structured by the wider institutional environment that 
individual nations' in the macro level and schools' in the micro-level legitimacy is 
maintained, thereby securing resources for their respective survival (Meyer, Boli & 
Thomas 1987; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
In this section, cases will be presented to delineate the effects these changes in the 
institutional environment may have in the actual day to day activities and interaction 
between teachers and parents in the school as an organization embedded in such an 
institutional environment. It is argued that how teachers make sense of and respond to 
these changes in the idea of the teacher-parent relationship in the micro level 
constitutes an integral part of the larger institutionalization process (Cobum 2004; 
Westenholz, Perdersen & Dobbin 2006). It is further argued that as shown in the 
earlier section, the relationship between teacher and student has been changing from 
authority to trust such that the authority of teachers is declining. However, this change 
has engendered unintended consequences that deserve our particular attention. 
Apparently, many informants have commented that there are more and more 
challenges from parents when the teachers are dealing with issues in relation to their 
children, -i.e. students. Some informants have gone so far as saying that their 
relationships with the students' parents are a major source of pressure. It is argued in 
this section that the decline of teachers' authority has resulted, as an unintended 
consequence, in the opening up many aspects of teachers' authority to be challenged 
from the parents. 
A closely related change is the increasing emphasis on whole-person development (~ 
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A~~) or multiple-intelligence (~JC9&~g), that gives rise to a new definition of a 
good or competent student that is formally adopted in the education system. There are 
many new requirements of what a student should do in order to be called good or 
competent. On the surface, it suggests a more open and more-dimensional view of 
student development that is better than a one-dimensional view where only academic 
achievement is emphasized, yet the situation might be more complicated than that. 
Firstly, as Choi & Wong (2003) have argued, such broadening of scope of requirement 
might actually subj ect every aspects of students' behavior or performance to all time 
surveillance and assessment. Secondly, it is argued in the following section that 
despite the broadening of criteria of assessing students' competence, the emphasis on 
some key areas, namely academic or examination results and conduct record, does not 
decrease or is even more reinforced than before. 
As the following cases show, firstly, these changes engender a sense of panic or 
helplessness for both the teachers and the parents. In some cases, the teacher and the 
parent even put the blame on each other and this generates intense conflicts between 
the two. Secondly, It is argued that these negotiations, resulting from the decline of 
teachers' authority and a broadening of assessment criteria of student, reflects a 
necessary, but perhaps undesirable, process through which both teachers and parents 
are trying to make sense of and grope for a way to cope with these changes. This 
process actually gives rise to a changing partnership relationship between teacher and 
parent. 
Let us now look at some of the major frontlines of battle that many of my informants 
have been most concerned about with respect to the parents. These aspects can be said 
to be the essential arena of authority that teacher has sole control in the past, more 
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specifically it is the arena that relates to daily activities within the classroom or the 
school, but now it all seems subject to challenge. They will be discussed one by one. 
A What to examine? 
Loss of teachers' authority in relation to assessment of examination 
- "/ don't care if you go to school by helicopter" 
Still appearing a bit exasperated by this experience, Grace, who has been teaching for 
over 6 years in a subsidized primary school, recounted laughingly that some parents 
are willingly to make up whatever reasons they can so that their children can get good 
grades: 
As simple as asking a current affairs or common sense question in exam, the 
parents would complain and say, "my daughter always goes to school by private 
car and she has never taken MTR, therefore, she will not know how to answer. 
When you ask this question, you have not been sympathetic to my daughter 's 
feeling." / think this is a bit ridiculous. / don't care if you take a helicopter 
(laugh) [to school). You are supposed to have a basic understanding of current 
affairs. They will use some unreasonable reason to justify [their claims J... we 
teachers are totally indefensible here ... this put great pressure on us. 
In this case, the parent went so far as complaining about the exam questions that a 
teacher set. While Grace thinks that it is "a bit ridiculous", but it reveals that she 
thinks it is in teachers' authority to decide what qualifies as "basic understanding of 
current affairs" required of the students. However, by resorting to the claim - "you 
have not been sympathetic to my daughter's feeling", the parent aim to challenge the 
teacher's authority in an area over which the teacher holds sole authority in the past -
setting exam questions. The emphasis on attending to students' feeling become one of 
the many potentially legitimate claims to justify parents ' challenge to teachers' 
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authority. In this case, there is a direct clash of authority between teacher and parent 
in deciding what constitutes a valid "common sense question" in the exam. 
B What to do in exams? 
Loss of teachers' authority in relation to discipline 
- "You should not affect their mood to sit for examinations,,3 
Anything related to the administrating of examination are also open to challenge by 
parents. Readers might think that this case is related to disciplining students' behavior 
in exams. But this is actually a case where it is the teacher's behavior when 
administering exams that is to be disciplined by the parents. One of the colleagues of 
Eliza has encountered a seemingly irrational complaint by parents against the 
teacher's behavior on an exam day: 
The parents argued that you [i. e. teachers} should not affect their mood during 
examinations. For instance, it is perfectly normal for us to ask the students to tie 
up the braid before sitting for the examination, but it is not acceptable [to the 
parents}. This is a real case where the parents complained that you should wait 
until the student finished exam because doing so will affect their mood and make 
them perform worse than otherwise they normally will be. It is perhaps because 
the children have much authority at home and when they told their parents that 
the teachers messed with them during examinations, the parents will only listen 
to their children and will complain against the teachers. Even if the teacher did 
so of)ly during the break between two examinations, the parent would still argue 
that this would affect the student's mood to sit for the exam that immediately 
followed. 
In Eliza's words, it is perfectly normal for her if a teacher asks a student to "tie up the 
braid" to keep the students' appearance neat in schools. It is accepted without question 
at least in the past that it is in the teachers' authority to discipline students' behavior, 
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including their appearance, within the school. However, as this case shows, nowadays 
the parents are ready to challenge on teachers' authority in disciplining the student's 
behavior and appearance in school, especially when it is related to examinations. It 
reflects, on the one hand, that the importance of exam results are actually being 
reinforced in the eyes of the parents as the parents are willing to challenge teachers' 
disciplinary actions in order to ensure that their children would NOT "perform worse 
than otherwise they normally will be". On the other hand, it reflects that another 
aspect of teachers' authority over students are now open to challenge, i.e. the authority 
to define what is proper behavior or conduct of students in school. 
C Homework 
Loss of teachers' authority in relation to assessment of homework 
- "her mother finished the composition for her" 
Quincy, who has been teaching in primary school for around 3 years but eventually 
left the occupation, has once encountered a case where a mother tried to argue with 
her about the marking of every piece of Chinese composition submitted by her child. 
When the student's mother found out that her child's composition got a low score, 
she came to ask me why I gave such a low score. I tried to explain my marking 
criteria to her point-by-point, including my requirement on content and accuracy 
in wJ:iting, which her child failed to meet ... However, the mother would not listen 
and complained repeatedly saying that her child has always scored high marks 
in the past and has been ranked first in the class. 
Despite her attempt at explaining to the mother about her marking criteria of 
composition, the mother insisted that it is the fault of Quincy because her child "has 
always scored high marks in the past and has been ranked first in the class". Quincy 
then looked into the matters more carefully first by asking her colleagues who taught 
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the student before: 
When I later asked some teachers who previously taught that student, they 
relayed to me that the composition of that student was indeed very badly written. 
But they would still give the student good scores be because the mother was 
"troublesome ". 
Time and time again, I got to defend and explain myself to the principal. I even 
brought with me the assignments of other students to show as a comparison ... 
But many teachers think that... why all the fuss? Because the parent is very 
troublesome and they just gave her what she wants. I had had meeting with the 
parent for at least ten times in one academic term. I had to meet her every time I 
marked the composition, the student did improve later on, yet I later found out 
that her mother finished the composition for her. 
Even if Quincy stood up to defend her marking, the parent could find other ways to 
get around the issue - by doing the assignment for her child. Appearing a bit amused, 
Quincy recounted that she later found out that the parent secretly finished the 
composition for her child: 
Sometimes, I let the students finish the composition at home. The student's 
mother unknowingly left traces of her handwriting that I could see. I would not 
try to accuse or anything ... because I think that the mother has some mental 
problem and she cannot deal with such pressure. That's why she would push the 
teachers like this. Some teachers will try to avoid trouble and let her have her 
way ... 
Quincy decided not to accuse or uncover the parent's behavior. She did not bother to 
do so because, in Quincy's words, she thinks that the mother has "mental problem". 
Whether it is true or not, we have no way to find out. But this case represents a kind 
of challenge to the core of teachers' authority - evaluating students' performance. 
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Similar to the aforementioned case about cheating in exams, this case in a way show 
the panic of parents. One implication that follows is that teachers might want to be on 
guard whenever they are communicating with the parent, or to avoid it altogether. The 
following is Quincy's reply when commented about her relationship with parents: 
I am here to teach the student, I am not here to teach the parent. Of course it will 
be good if the parent can collaborate with me. But I will not have such 
expectation. 
While Quincy said that she does not have any expectation of a supportive parent. This 
shows that in Quincy's case, she has great reservations about communicating with the 
parents. 
The reinforcement of seeking good grades 
"D' 1"),,4 
- oes zt count! 
The following cases aims to demonstrate that emphasis on whole-person development 
and hence the multiplication of assessment criteria and activities, e.g. project learning, 
may have pushed both the parents and students to become more sensitive and 
concerned about the academic results of the students. 
In the book by Choi and Wong (2003), there are some interesting cases about how the 
whole family is frantically mobilized in order to finish one project for the "project 
learning" which is also actively promoted by the education bureau as a tool to develop 
key competencies in students. The following is some extracts: 
In order to submit a model for the project titled "Our Community " (tJtff']tl!Jf!i 
4 [§t~§t5t?] in Chinese. 
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/l{), the whole family is mobilized ... perhaps including the "extended family" .. . 
firstly the father has to take pictures of various community facilities .... Secondly, 
the mother has to take care of the production part ... She has to find foam and the 
tools to cut those foam ... and this is no ordinary heat-line-cutter ( ¥!Jl!J!l!fi7J!) ... 
a special material called ".f$J;ftlff" is needed... it takes several days for the 
model to be successfully built ... in any case, several dozens of project learning in 
a year is really too many. 
The sense of restlessness and panic in the above quote is apparent and it suggests that 
it is a very high requirement for the student and also for the student's family to submit 
a project. Many informants have shared the same doubts that whether project learning 
is indeed a useful tool to help students to learn, especially at primary school level. 
Some doubts whether it is even possible for primary school students to undertake 
project learning at all. In any case, the participation of the family seems crucial, yet it 
often creates difficulties for the less well-off families. 
In another case from the same book, a parent, Pauline, with two daughters (one in 
primary five and one in secondary three) was interviewed. She has commented that: 
While my little daughter likes to do projects, the school does not encourage 
students to do so ... because the teachers just give out the topic and specify the 
deadline but do not give any guidance ... and more importantly it does not help 
the student academically because it does not count towards final grade (Olftf 
1J~ : .. Many other students do not take these projects seriously, they just print 
some things and paste it up and then just submit it. 
Firstly, it is important to note that Pauline has evaluated whether the student benefited 
from project learning in terms of whether it will count towards the final grade. It 
shows that the parents are concerned with academic results of their children no doubt. 
It can also show that parents are very smart and calculative at this. When it does not 
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help academically, i.e. does not count, then parents think lightly of them. And 
according to Pauline, "many other students" also know this and thus "do not take 
these projects seriously." It may show that at least some students are also calculative 
in whether to spend any efforts for these projects. 
Pauline later recounted one more blatant example showing that even her own daughter 
has learnt to be calculative about the return of participating in an activity: 
I do not push my daughter but I notice that she would say, "Mommy, let's attend 
this [activity (fr§!l/J)]. This one has certificate! Will it be useful for secondary 
school admission? I can get one more [certificate]". 
This case shows that children can learn to be as smart and calculative as their parents. 
They learn to pay attention to whether an activity counts and is beneficial to their 
secondary school admission and thus actively seek out those that "has certificate". 
These cases aim to show firstly the pervasiveness of the concern about academic 
results is heightened to cover aspects of, apart from examinations, daily homework, 
projects and other extra-curricular activities. Secondly it shows how prevalent such 
attitude of only doing those things that counts is; even students now share this attitude. 
It is argued that it is a result of the redefinition of a good student. With the emphasis 
on whole-person development, it leads to the expansion of elements that are 
considered essential to a good student nowadays. The assessment criteria and 
activities have also multiplied to an extent that might have overloaded the student. 
When there are too many things required, it is a very reasonable strategy for both 
parents and students to be smart and calculative in ascertaining which activity counts 
and which does not counts. In the end, this inevitably gives rise to the heightened 
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concern on academic achievement. 
D Conduct in school 
Loss of teachers' authority in assessment of students' conduct 
- "Entering a demerit like a life-long scar" 
The following case further illustrates that teachers' authority in disciplining students' 
misconduct is open to challenge from the parents. Grace has re-counted in an annoyed 
tone that: 
There was a case that a student was caught cheating in exams, and it is clearly 
stated in regulations ... as a school rule ... that a demerit was to be entered into 
student record. The whole family went to the principal to cry and beg against 
entering the demerit for a whole academic term. Later on, not only the principal, 
but the teacher, discipline teacher and others at every level became the target for 
petition. They even wrote letter to the education bureau to complain that we were 
penalizing the student too harsh ... for a one-time mistake by entering a demerit 
like a life-long scar [into the student record]. 
Firstly, the apparently irrational actions undertaken by the parents of "cry and beg 
against entering the demerit" into the student's record reveals that to a certain extent 
there is a panic among parents when it is related to the performance of their children 
in school, be it related to academic results or conduct. It also reflects that the 
importance of conduct in student record is reinforced. While in Grace's opinion, it is 
the fault of the parents because the parents cannot bear their children's wrongdoings. 
It is important to point out, however, that it reflects the situation where even existing 
regulations written down as school rule can come under attack. Whether the parents 
succeed in the end is unclear, but it is a signal that the existing regulations are no 
longer accepted at par and are open to challenge and re-negotiation. By asserting that 
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"it is too harsh" and that the demerit is like a "life-long scar", the parent is putting 
forward another definition of what behavior should be punished and how 
unacceptable behavior should be punished. In sum, it reflects that teachers' authority 
to define the accepted behavior in school and how to punish unacceptable behavior is 
now eroded. This also results in ambiguity in teachers' work because they cannot be 
sure that their decision will not be challenged. 
Loss of teachers' authority in negotiation with parents 
- "You don't take any apple given to you,,5 
The following case at first sight strikes even the researcher as ridiculous. And Paul 
has commented in a resigned tone that the "teacher cannot do anything when you 
encounter cases such as this"; here is what he has told the researcher: 
Some children are naughty ... they put part of a pencil core into an apple ... so 
that it is not visible on the surface ... and then give it to a classmate as a treat. It 
was lucky that the classmate did not eat it. The classmate s parents of course file 
a complaint. But the most striking part is when the parent of that naughty student 
discussed this issue with the school, he totally thought that his child has done 
nothing wrong, and he even charged against the classmate saying that when 
someone give an apple to you, it does not mean you have to take it, why did you 
not say he [the classmate] is greedy? .. how can you teach the student to be good? 
When those people closest to the student is not making any sense( OlfffIJfi1fJJl)? 
Maintaining a good conduct record in school is a part of teachers ' sole authority yet it 
is seriously undermined nowadays. "Not making any sense" ( ag~~j][J-') actually 
means that the teacher has a definition of an accepted way of doing things but it is 
violated and supported by an alternative or even competing definition of an accepted 
way of doing things. In this case, it is the definition of how to behave like a good 
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student that is disputed, and when the teacher tries to exercise authority to discipline 
the student but fails. The parent might not think the child is right, but it is safe to 
argue that the parent are willing to and do make use of any reason that they can make 
up to counteract teachers' authority. This case shows that teachers' authority is subject 
to all-round and serious challenge from parents nowadays. 
It is perhaps unforeseen by anyone that when an equalitarian relationship between 
teacher and student is emphasized, it will give rise to the situation where teachers' 
authority is lost in front of both student and parents as illustrated in the above cases. 
However, these are precisely the practical consequences that teachers need to handle 
first-handedly in their every day work. 
One more implication following from this case is that it is possible where the conflicts 
arisen cannot be satisfactorily settled between the parents and the teachers or the 
school as a whole. It can be culminated into a bare confrontation of authority between 
parents and teachers where teachers may be defenseless and be caught in a difficult 
position to carry out their everyday work. 
E Attendance in School 
Loss of teachers' authority in relation to students' attendance 
- "Unlimited Supply of parents' letter" 
Billy's school is of only average standing, and he has commented that there are quite 
many similar cases to the following where the mother, with no other options, covers 
for her child's wrongdoing in school. As Billy has commented 
Where there is a student of low motivation, there will be a parent who is willing 
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to write unlimited number of parent letter to request leave for the student. 
Unlimited supply! (laugh) ... when the whole incident is approved by the parent, 
the school cannot do anything ... There are many cases like this, unlimited 
supply ... you will see cases like for example, there is a student in my class that is 
absent from classes without reason, (llJflfltj~!!J!). When we enter a demerit in his 
record, the next day he will immediately submit a parent letter claiming that he is 
absent because he is sick or because of other reasons. But you know that he [the 
student] simply does not want to go to school. The parent does not want him to 
be punished so will sign the parent letter ... I think this also causes headache to 
the parent, yet the parent will sign it no matter what, because the parent knows 
that there will be serious consequence if the student's record is damaged and 
does not want that to happen. 
The parent in this case clearly supply parent's letter for the sake of the student such 
that the student is not punished and the conduct record is kept intact. And as Billy has 
suggested, the school cannot do anything if the whole incident is approved by parent. 
Many other informants have shared the same view that "parents' letter is the king (~ 
*),'. An informant who is teaching in a primary school also has similar experience 
and commented that it is quite common even in primary school. This case has first 
demonstrated that there is a clash of authority between teachers and parents on the 
attendance of schools. Secondly, it demonstrates that it is possible now that the 
parents can do and are willing to do things that protect the students' conduct record in 
school. 
The mother has already tried her best. Before she gets to work, she will see to it 
that her son puts on the school uniform, leaves home and gets on the bus to go to 
school. But her son just takes a u-turn and return home on the same bus to play 
TV games ... His mother will not have any method to solve this. [the children has 
already been) absent from school, but [the parent} does not want him to be 
punished by you, because [the parent} knows that there are demerits in the son's 
academic record because of absences from school without reasons. [The parent} 
will sign the parent letter [authorization letter} in order to prevent the son from 
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being kicked out of the school. 
As the above quotation has shown, the mother in this case has tried her very best to 
ensure that the student left home for school by seeing to it that the student wears 
uniform, packs school bag and takes the bus to school. Yet the student still manages to 
return home instead of going to school. The mother in the end has to sign the parent's 
letter to the school so that her child would not be punished by school and her child's 
conduct record remains intact. In the end, whether it is the fault of the parent or not, 
this results in the undermining of the authority of teacher and the school in general. 
Together with the cases regarding conduct in school, it shows that conduct record is 
still considered one of the most important concerns of the parents, if not more 
important by now despite the fact that there is more and more emphasis on multiple 
intelligence ({}JT:~~g) or generic competences that assess a student's ability. It 
further shows that the teachers' authority is also open to challenge by parents in the 
aspect of defining proper behavior and of disciplining improper behavior in school. 
F On the policy of School Killing 
The further erosion of teachers' authority due to school killing policy 
- "If you kick their children out, you are in more deep shit,,6 
Paul has acutely pointed out the kind of panic that primary schools share when these 
schools try to navigate a thin line between the rigid requirement - 'kill school 
policy' - of the education authority and the demands of the parents. 
The major worry for primary school is that it is very afraid of being "killed". 
6 [~fEfJt@]1r11]\1**~] in Chinese. 
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The students are now like customer [to a school}, one student leaves means one 
student short [of quota). You have to provide whatever the customer asks you to. 
It has culminated into a trend that the parents like to complain very much but the 
principal cannot ignore that and must follow up the case with the teacher to 
know what is going on ... 
Indeed killing school [policy} lets the parents like to complain very much. The 
parents also know that if you kick their children out [of school}, you will be in 
more deep shit than them. If you do not settle the issue for the parents, the 
parents will arrange a school transfer [for their children). Even if the parents do 
not explicit say so, the principal will also interpret it in this way. But you cannot 
say the parents are wrong. The burden of blame (~JiJf) has to be put on the 
teachers. 
As the above quote suggests, pnmary schools are especially vulnerable to the 
pressures and complaints from parents. Because of the killing school policy, the 
pressures that the teachers face are intensified to a large extent. This is because the 
policy has put the school at risk of being killed if it cannot enroll enough new students 
in grade one. This allows the parents to be more than ready to manipulate the position 
to their advantage. This is because as far as the school is concerned, "if you kick their 
children out [of school], you will be in more deep shit than them," and the parents 
know that as well. In Paul's words, teachers have to treat the parents like "customers" 
and try to "provide whatever the customers ask you to". Hence, the position is clearly 
tilted more favorably towards the side of parents. While these do not necessary imply 
that a genuine customer-salesperson relationship in a market, yet it conveys a sense 
of or expectation of customer-oriented relationships at least for the parents. 
As Paul has suggested, when the principal is facing the pressure of killing school, it is 
very difficult to balance between challenges from parents and the authority of teachers. 
In the end, the teachers often shoulder "the burden of blame (JE~) " because "you 
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cannot say the parents are wrong". It shows that the school may not be ready to stand 
by and back up the teachers when there is a direct challenge and confrontation 
between parents and teachers. By describing it as "the burden of blame", Paul clearly 
feels that it is not the fault or the responsibility of the teacher yet the blame has to be 
shouldered by teachers. This is a case of direct confrontation between teachers' and 
parents' authority. In a way, the teachers are defenseless and are in a panic because 
they never know when they will be complained or not. This case shows that the 
killing school policy has, to a certain extent, amplified the effects of what has already 
been a transforming relationship between teachers and parents. 
Section Summary: 
What does it mean for Teachers? 
The breakdown of partnership 
The following case aptly summarizes the kind of change in the nature of relationship 
between teacher and parent. Paul, who has just finished his first year of teaching in a 
primary school, has vividly commented on the high frequency of complaints filed by 
parents against teachers nowadays: 
The most terrible part is that you must entertain the complaints filed by parents, 
and the institution protects the children too much. The teachers were much 
respected in the past and my mother seems very surprised at this and said "there 
were no students complaining against the teachers in the past! Only the teacher 
would complain about the children." Indeed when the teachers scolded students 
in the past, the parents would also scold [the students] together. Now when you 
try to punish the student, the parents would say you cannot not punish my son 
because of whatever reasons that they make up. This reflects that the parents do 
not trust in the teachers' action. 
From the remark made by Paul's mother, it shows that there are major changes in the 
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relationships among teacher, student as well as parent. In the past, it was the teacher 
who complained to the parent about their children, and the parent would take side 
with the teacher to reprimand the student together. The situation now is totally 
different when the teachers try to punish the student, very likely they will face the 
challenge from parents. This clearly signifies that the stance that parents take in the 
partnership between teacher and parents has changed from passive in the past to 
active or eager to participate in debates with the teacher to promote their own agenda 
or conception of proper teacher-parent relationship at present. 
In this section, a number of front-lines for battle are outlined that include authority to 
define what should student learn and be examined (setting examination questions), the 
authority to assess students' performance (marking homework and projects) as well as 
the authority to define what student's behavior should be in school. Put it more simply, 
the authority to define good academic results and good conduct are now subject to the 
parents' challenge. It is argued that this is a result of the decline of the authority of 
teacher in general as well as the expanding criteria of assessment of students, the 
former opens up channels for teachers to be challenged, the latter provides the 
motivation for parents to raise any challenges that they want against teachers. 
Furthermore, it is argued that this change of power relationship between teacher and 
parent, i.e. the decline of teachers' authority in general, and the apparent role conflicts 
between teachers and parents must be understood in the context of the changes in the 
wider institutional environment. It is further argued that these cases are a 
manifestation of the changes in relationship envisioned between teacher and parents 
as defined by the wider institutional environment. Characterized by some scholars 
under various but similar notions, for instance an economic rationality introduced into 
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the education system, or the changing governance structure that stresses on 
managerialism and performativity in public sector (Walsh 2006; Tsang 2006), it is 
argued that these changes are actually predicated upon changing ideas in the 
institutional environment. These ideas are so ideologically entrenched, 
institutionalized and widely shared that few could challenge it without incurring great 
costs. In fact, it is argued that the stress on accountability, and also the related policies 
of the introduction of teacher-parent association and the introduction of the parent and 
teacher member into the board of directors in school, reflects a highly ideological and 
widel y shared and institutionalized idea of democratic participation, participatory 
decision-making and transparency and accountability to the public, which is found to 
be a trend in the reform movements worldwide (Tsang 2006). It follows that it gives 
rise to a re-configuration of the expected and proper behaviors teachers and parents 
when teachers' action as well as the school are now held accountable to parents. 
Indeed the teachers have to make sense of this changing idea and come up with a 
practice to match with it and deal with the possible conflicts arisen out of these 
changes in the idea of teacher-parent relationship, as represented by the explicit 
emphasis on accountability, as defined and structured by the wider institutional 
environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & 
Deal 1992). 
This suggests that whenever an institutional element is adopted in formal structure of 
organization, it may give rise to practical consequences that must be dealt with settled. 
It follows that de-coupling is only one of the possible outcomes, and that negotiation 
is a necessary process through which the norms or pattern of expected and proper 
behavior are once again re-configured and re-established. 
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4.4 Chapter Conclusion 
In this chapter, cases are presented to illustrate that the idea and practice of 
teacher-student relationship and teacher-parent relationship are subject to the 
influence of changes in the wider institutional environment that defines and structure 
the activities and entities both within and outside the school as an organization 
embedded in such an environment (Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 
1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). In the case of school as an organization embedded 
in the institutional environment, it is shown that the relationships between teacher and 
student as well as between teacher and parent are largely subject to the influence of, 
and are defined and structured by the kind of relationship envisioned between 
teacher-student, and between teacher-parent in the wider institutional environment. 
More specifically, cases about the teacher-student relationship and the teacher-parent 
relationship are presented to in order to examine how teachers make sense of and 
respond to the changing relationship with regard to students and parents and to 
illustrate the effects and implications of these changes upon the education system. 
This is important because how teachers make sense of and respond to these changes 
provides the foundation for which other macro processes of change becomes possible; 
hence these constitute an integral part of the larger institutionalization process at play 
when there are changes in the idea and practice of these relationships (Cobum 2004; 
Westenholz, Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
In the case of teacher-student relationship as shown in section 4.2, following the new 
idea of friendship, i.e. companion-like relationship, between teacher and student that 
is actively promoted by the education authority, there are many newly evolved or 
evolving expectations and rituals of what teacher and student should do. The cases in 
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this section precisely show some of the major consequences arising out of this new 
idea, namely, the loss of respect (manners), loss of authority in teaching (being called 
rubbish in lesson), possible challenge from students' complaints (formal complaint), 
new requirement of earning the respect of students (show me why I need to respect 
you), and handling competing claims on students' time apart from academic study 
(emphasis on extra-curricular activities and whole-person development). 
Not only the relationship between teacher and student has to be re-settled, as shown in 
section 4.3, following the decline of teachers' authority, perhaps as an unintended 
consequence, it has opened up many aspects of teachers' authority for the challenge 
from the parents. These aspects include the authority to define what student should 
learn and be examined (setting examination questions), the authority to assess 
students' performance (marking homework and projects) as well as the authority to 
define what student's behavior should be in school. Put it more simply, the authority 
to define good academic results and good conduct are now subject to the parents' 
challenge. 
As shown in the earlier sections, it is argued that these apparent conflicts have to be 
understood in the context of the changes in the wider institutional environment. It is 
further argued that these cases are a manifestation of the changes in relationship 
envisioned between teacher and students, and between teacher and parent in the 
school as defined by the wider institutional environment. The changes reflect a 
reconfiguration of the expected and proper behavior engendered from the 
incorporation of highly ideological and widely shared institutionalized elements from 
the wider institutional environment. The ideas of friendship between teacher and 
student and the idea of accountability between teacher and parent are a manifestation 
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of the worldwide emphases on equality, transparency, democratic participation and 
participatory decision-making, all of which pertain to the characteristics of an image 
of what a modem world society should be like, that are widely shared across the 
nations that strive to become a member of this visionary world society and gain 
legitimacy by incorporating these institutionalized elements into the formal structure 
of individual nation (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; 
Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer, Drori & 
Hwang 2006). 
In fact, Meyer, Drori & H wang have discussed in detail the nature of this image of 
world society (2006). This image of world society is predicated upon highly 
ideological and rationalized models of nation-states and the individual within it that 
are widely shared across nations. Both models become increasingly formalized and 
elaborated such that on the one hand the authority of the nation-states are extended 
both in scope and in depth; on the other hand, the individual is endowed with 
expanded rights and duties that are perceived to be universal. These rationalized 
models provide the basis for a sense of solidarity in this world society. At the same 
time, these shared models provide common frames and rules for action individually 
and rational bases for action collectively. The nation-states act as carriers of these 
models and are expected to conform to these models both locally and globally or else 
the legitimacy thereof is threatened (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer et al. 1997; 
Meyer & Jepperson 2000; Scott 2001; Frank & Meyer 2002; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 
2006). 
It is thus argued that it is in response to the changes in this image of world society that 
the education system is changed. As shown in this chapter, the kinds of relationship 
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between teacher and student, and between teacher and parent, are not solely the 
product of conditions within the school but are also defined and structured by the 
wider institutional environment instead of only depending on the situation internal to 
the school. When viewed in this light, it can be argued that the new emphasis on 
friendship can be seen as a change of the idea of teacher-student relationship that 
triggers the necessity for teachers to re-negotiate what constitutes a proper practice of 
the said relationship. These negotiations can be seen as an attempt to re-build the 
foundation of relationship between teachers and students. When the teacher-student 
relationship is now to be understood in terms of trust instead of authority, it follows 
that new expectations and behavior patterns must be negotiated and re-established to 
allow the teachers to make sense of the renewed relationship. It then further allows 
the re-institutionalization and smooth functioning of the whole system. 
On the other hand, the new emphasis on accountability and the related managerial 
concepts (e.g. school-based management and quasi-market competition) which are 
incorporated into schools can be seen as a change of the idea of teacher-parent 
relationship that triggers the necessity for teachers to re-negotiate what constitute a 
proper practice of the said relationship. In addition, these negotiations are situated in 
the context of the overall decline of teachers' authority as shown in section 4.2. It is 
argued that the decline of teachers' authority exerts a significance influence over the 
negotiations in relation to teacher-parent relationship, which can also be seen as an 
attempt to rebuild the foundation of teacher-parent relationship. The cases shown in 
section 4.3 suggest that there are yet many things to be negotiated and settled and a 
satisfactory solution is yet to be reached. 
The situation IS not limited to Hong Kong, In other places where similar 
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accountability and managerial ideas are incorporated into schools, the situation seems 
worse. For instance in the UK, the conflict between parents and teachers are so 
intense that the Secretary of State for Education are considering to issue orders to 
require "troublesome" parents to attend parenting skills courses. A tougher penal 
approach is under consideration when more serious cases are to be handled (Ranson et 
al. 2004: 259-260). Similar cases also occur in Japan where parents threatened to 
terminate the employment of teachers.7 
In any case, it is argued that whenever an institutional element is adopted in formal 
structure of organization, it may give rise to practical consequences that must be dealt 
with settled. It follows that de-coupling is only one of the possible outcomes, and that 
negotiation is a necessary process through which the norms or pattern of expected and 
proper behavior are once again re-configured and re-established. 
The changes in the idea of teacher's work (reviewed in chapter 3) and the changes in 
the idea of teachers' relationships with students and parents reviewed in this chapter 
inevitably will lead to the re-definition of teachers' identity and roles. How they make 
sense of themselves and reposition themselves in the changing institutional 
environment deserves particular attention which will be examined in the next chapter. 
7 News in Mingpao titled "Abnormal phenomenon in Japanese schools: Parents' over caring of 
children, Monstrous parents threatened to fire teachers (B *~;fXtfjfJ!m~~~fJ!~ )1£tm~j~JJt~~~ 
gffi ~*i&I7t~1~~-T:tz: ::f)I1if~ft~;fX r 191 J ~gffi)", on 10th June 2008 . 
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eJiapWi 5: 5~' JckntitreS 1 
5.1 Introduction 
Based on the two previous chapters, I have discussed about how teachers make sense 
of their work and workplace and of their relationships with both students and parents. 
In this chapter, we turn to talk about how teachers try to make sense of their identities 
as a teacher. Firstly, it is argued that there are at least two loci of identities that 
characterize the way teachers make sense and talk about themselves. Secondly, it is 
argued that these identities can be useful resources to be manipulated by teachers 
themselves to make claims to the roles, or what a teacher should do, to be matched 
with their identities as a teacher. This again corresponds to the two dimensional 
framework of idea and practice respectively in the meaning negotiation process. 
The first locus of identity is represented by teacher as a technical professional that 
emphasizes technique of effective teaching that must be acquired through proper 
training. This identity is predicated on a formal and elaborate model of competence of 
teachers based on a rational science of teaching that finds its counterparts also in US 
and UK. This advocacy for the science of teaching resembles the advocacy for science 
and rationality exhibited by professional model of more well-established profession 
like law and medicine (Labaree 1992; Murray 1992; Furlong 2001; Webb 2004). 
The second locus of identity is represented by teacher as a moral figure that 
emphasizes cultivation of one's own and students' conduct and morality (Shim 2007). 
The emphasis is entirely different from the first one mentioned above. Their origin is 
predicated upon the cultural tradition of Confucianism that serves as a residue or 
background against which the first locus of identity is situated. In this chapter we will 
1 The "S" is capitalized so as to emphasize the plurality of teachers' identities. 
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try to systematically present how teachers might think about themselves and their 
identities along these two dimensions. 
As argued in earlier chapters, the idea and practice of teachers' work and workplace, 
and of teachers' relationship with students and with parents are defined and structured 
by the wider institutional environment in which school as an organization is 
embedded. As Meyer, Boli & Thomas (1987: 12) have argued that "the institutional 
structure of a society creates and legitimates ... actors. That is the institutionalized 
rules define the meaning and identity of the individual and ... activities engaged in by 
those individuals" as well. It is thus argued in this chapter that how teacher make 
sense of themselves and what they do are subject to the influences of the wider 
institutional environment and the institutional structure of a society. Therefore, it is 
crucial for us to examine how teachers make sense of and talk about their identities as 
a teacher and about their roles as what a teacher should do, thereby attributing 
meaning to these idea and practice that constitutes an integral part of the larger 
institutionalization process (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987 ~ Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 
1992b~ Meyer & Scott 1992~ Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992~ Westenholz, Pedersen & 
Dobbin 2006). 
5.2 A Brief Note on Professionalism 
10hnson (1972) has argued that professionalism is a socially constructed concept that 
is always subject to debate and contestation. This is a response to the failure of past 
approaches to professionalism where for many years, scholars of the sociology of 
profession have failed to reach consensus to the definitive traits of profession, as in 
the discussion of professionalism, or a definite set and sequence of steps that an 
occupation must go through in order to become a profession, as in the discussion of 
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professionalization. However, scholars have relied on these two concepts to attempt to 
examine the development of the professionalism in an occupational group, or to 
examine the strategies that an occupation as a whole utilizes in the process of 
professionalization (Johnson 1972; Larson 1977; Freidson 1986; Abbott 1988; 
Macdonald 1995). 
The discussion of teacher professionalism is particular problematic because its status 
as a profession is by no means a well established and recognized one even among 
teachers themselves. One of my informants has said that teacher is simply not a 
professional. Earlier research on profession has often characterized teacher as at most 
a semi-profession (Ingersoll 1997; Lortie 2002). 
The same kind of confusion and debates continue In the discussion of teacher 
professionalism. There are varying, and often contesting, conception of and emphasis 
on teacher professionalism among different people, including teachers, teacher 
educators and government officials, at different level of discussion.2 
But development in the US and UK, at least up to late 80s or early 90s, seems to be 
emphasizing the model on rational technical expert specialized in the techniques of 
teaching, -i.e., pedagogy, or emphasizing a model of teacher competencies that are 
highly elaborate and rational, both based on the science of teaching (Labaree 1992; 
Murray 1992; Furlong 2001; Webb et al. 2004). While it is of great value to examine 
the changes and development of teacher professionalism in different times (Whitty 
2001), it is still problematic to speak of professionalism if the status of teacher as a 
2 For more detail discussion, please refer to Hoyle (1982); Goodson & Hargreaves (1996); Tromen 
(1996); Nierni (1999); McCulloch (2001) ; Webb et al. (2004); Beck (2008). 
115 
Chapter 5 Workplace and Reality 
profession is still a controversial subject. 
The situation becomes much more complicated when it comes to Hong Kong. Indeed, 
this presents a particularly intriguing case in Hong Kong because "professional 
teacher" can be said to be an imported concept. Historically, the development of 
teacher professionalism and teachers' professional status are weak and subj ect to 
strong influence from the government. The government holds the power of registering 
or licensing teachers who otherwise cannot teach in formal schools. The government 
also refused to delegate the power of registration and self-regulation to a council of 
teachers (Chincotta 1992; Sweeting 1992; Tsang 1998). More recent example includes 
the requirement of benchmarking test upon language teachers in Hong Kong. 
Nor was the status of profession well recognized among teachers. Some of my 
informants, however, have commented that they have increasingly seen themselves as 
professional after being a teacher for some time. When my informants were asked to 
comment about whether teacher is a profession and why, many have used a broad 
definition of what a professional is, for example: 
"There is something about it that not everybody can do. " 
That something about it usually refers to the way one teaches or the technique of 
teaching which means that they perceive there are some skills that require training in 
order for anyone to teach well. The strong emphasis on the skills and techniques 
resembles the model on professional teacher based on the science of teaching as 
discussed earlier. 
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Yet it is argued that there is another conception of teachers still existing In the 
tradition of Confucius teaching (Shim 2007) that are of relevance to us when we are 
examining teachers identities in Hong Kong. Indeed the case of Hong Kong can be 
said to be a special case that we have two relatively de-coupled discourses that relates 
to teachers, namely, professional teachers and good teachers, each stressing different 
aspects. 
It is thus very problematic to use only either one to approach this issue because we 
have two very different types of conceptions and two different discourses about 
teachers that are intertwining with each other. And as shown in chapter 4, there are 
active promotions by the education authority of a particular image of teacher through 
the media. Other examples include the promotion of the change in paradigm of 
teaching from teacher-centered to student-centered during the post-handover reform. 
It is argued that these will also affect the ways that teacher's identities are conceived 
which will be examined in the following sections. 
5.3 Loci of Identities 
In the following, we will first look at the responses that teachers give when they are 
asked to talk about themselves. These responses will be systematically presented and 
categorized along the two loci of identities discussed above depending on which 
aspect the teachers emphasize more when they try to talk about and present 
themselves as a teacher. 
5.3.1 The Virtuous Teacher 
The following case illustrates an important locus of teacher identity - teacher as a 
moral figure that emphasizes cultivation of moral conduct in oneself and one's 
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students. A teacher who tries to organize his identity around this locus tends to use 
moralistic terms to describe what a teacher is and what a teacher does is highly 
moralistic. It reflects a different point of reference for the ideal image of teacher that 
is culturally embedded in a different tradition apart from teacher professionalism. 
Paul, who has been teaching for two years in a primary school, is a typical case of a 
teacher who exhibits this kind of orientation in talking about what a teacher is and 
what a teacher does. He tends to use moralistic terms to articulate and express what he 
thinks teachers should be and should do: 
You yourself have to set a good personal example for them ... you must be such 
kind of person yourself; you have to demand a higher moral standard upon 
yourself than others ... [You have to] teach the children to be good ... when they 
go out [to the society] they can be a useful person. They must not be a bad 
person and must be useful to the society ... Must not be a bad person or useless 
person ... Be self-conscious to contribute ... not just work for earning money ... In 
other words, cultivate in the students a meaning of life. 
In expressing what he thinks teachers should be like and should do, Paul has made 
explicit reference to "a higher moral standard upon yourself than others" that teachers 
are subjected to be evaluated. It requires that a teacher to be the same kind of person 
as what he/she teaches to hislher students, as one who is good, useful, be 
self-conscious to contribute to the society. Most important, teachers have to cultivate 
"a sense of meaning of life" in the students. This carries strong moralistic tone that is 
fundamental to the Confucius ethics that stresses the cultivation of self. It shows that 
the locus of identity of teacher as a moral figure continues to serve as an important 
frame of reference for teachers to make sense of themselves. 
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While someone might argue that it is predicated upon an idealistic image of teacher 
and teaching, that often times teachers are faced with a reality that deviates vastly 
from ideal, but showing that Paul has talked about teacher and teaching in a highly 
moralistic manner by no means suggests that he is blind to the differences between 
ideal and reality. Paul has said that one of the greatest disappointments in teaching 
comes from the students who ignore or refuse to listen to what he says in class if he 
tries to be patient and motivating in teaching. Only if he threatens to use means of 
punishment will the students listen to him. In Paul's words, this contradicts the image 
of teachers that he once held as patient and motivating in teaching, and that he finds 
that a teacher is incapable of doing much if the students have family problems and do 
not have the least motivation to learn. Even though Paul has suffered much frustration 
in his experience of teaching, he is still very much committed to teaching and being a 
teacher, he somehow rationalizes it within the framework of teacher as a moral figure 
as shown in the following: 
There are always differences between ideal and reality and I have already 
expected to see the difference ... But a teacher should not refuse to teach the bad 
students in a bad world, this is in contradiction with our occupational ethics (it 
means the morality) ... This is because they are bad that's why you have to teach, 
if they are not bad, why you need to teach ? .. This is a motivation for me to try to 
teach the children well. Whether you can succeed is another question and 
hone~tly ... I admit that there are students that I cannot teach too ... but you 
cannot help does not mean you should not help ... I only try my best and do the 
best that I can ... Not every teacher is perfect and I know that the world is not 
perfect too. But sometimes we have to do the best that we can. It is all for the 
student's sake. 
Paul has commented that those discrepancies and disappointment that he encountered 
has become a motivation for him to be committed to teach the students well. This 
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reflects that he is asserting the moral obligations of teachers as a reconciliation of the 
discrepancies between ideal and reality by stressing that it is more important for 
teachers to contribute and teach the "bad students". And by asserting that everything 
is done "for the students' sake", this provides the rationalization required for teachers 
who tends to use the image of teachers as a moral figure as their locus of identity. 
Perhaps the clearest example is illustrated when Paul tries to talk about the nature of 
professionalism as he has envisaged. Even though Paul has affirmatively assert that 
teacher is a profession, but he has continued to interpret it in moralistic terms: 
Teacher is absolutely a profession. I totally agree what one of my secondary 
school teacher once said to me that teacher is not an occupation (l/!ii*), but a 
"career" ($*), it is notjustfor a job, you have to devote yourself totally into it, 
it can even be your life-long achievement (/r.3!tffltfft). 
Although Paul has affirmed that teacher is a profession, he has chosen to emphasize 
the moralistic aspect of being a teacher. Indeed he has distinguished between an 
occupation and a career and has characterized teacher as the latter one that requires a 
total devotion from a person. This clearly reflects the influence of moralistic 
conception of teachers as a locus of identity. In further elaboration, it is show that this 
conception influences one's conduct as well: 
Once you become a teacher, you have to do everything like a teacher. The 
simplest thing is you cannot gel your hair in front of the students. I think it is in 
conformance with the natural order of the transcendence and the earthly world 
(5f~\.jt!Ji1i). Even when you are not at school, perhaps when on Saturday or 
Sunday, you go out to have fun, you should still not wear an appearance that 
deviates from teachers' image too much. You cannot dye your hair in shiny gold 
and gel your hair like you are a punk / gangster (fRf-rJ and go out. Then return it 
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to normal when you go back to teach on Monday. I think this is totally 
unacceptable ... you have to devote your whole person into ... being a teacher ... 
within this [teacher's] framework. Your every word and deed is a model and 
standard ... It is not just a job. 
In Paul's words, you have to "do everything like a teacher" and he thinks it is fair and 
righteous" to do or not to do something once you "become a teacher". By using words 
"it is in conformance with the natural order of the transcendence (7(0) and the 
earthly world (tlli~)" that means "it is the right thing to do" or even "it is the only 
way to do it", it suggests that Paul has framed and made sense of his identity as a 
teacher in a highly moralistic manner. Not only that, this frame of reference is 
somewhat all-encompassing and totalizing in that it requires one to "devote your 
whole person into being a teacher and within this framework". The most explicit 
example as evidenced in this quotation is that it tries to regulate one's appearance -
dye hair and gel hair - both in and out of school. Unlike other occupations where you 
have time off, it tries to encompass every aspect and every moment that one has when 
one has become teacher. 
As shown in the following quotation, Paul has also articulated his discontent about the 
new duties that he has to shoulder at school with reference to the locus of identity of 
teachers as a moral figure: 
It should be enough as soon as you can teach the students to be good, but 
teaching students to be good involves both the students' academic pursuit and, 
most importantly, conduct and morality (tfl,I-t-&i1itif!). If it is too far away from 
that, it is none of teacher's business. (POJ/!!iJftIJr'J;;t3ffiO/ff/Jp}4fDiIf$) ... for 
example, teachers should not go to decorate the school hall... Many 
administrative duties should not be handled by but are forced upon the teachers. 
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Paul has asserted that the most important thing that a teacher needs to do is "to teach 
the students to be good" in terms of conduct and morality which is more important 
than students' academic pursuit, and that it is "none of the teacher's business if the 
duty required deviates from that too much". This reflects that Paul is asserting his 
definition of what teachers should do and should not do with reference of the moral 
obligations of teachers as in cultivating students' sense of conduct and morality, i.e. 
decorating the hall or the administrative duties are regarded not as proper obligations 
of a teacher. According to Paul, he will only put minimal effort into doing those 
administrative duties like writing up event reports by copying as far as possible the 
reports from last year and making minor amendments to the content of those reports. 
This represents one of the ways that resistance of teachers can be and is indeed 
articulated through the locus of identity of teachers as a moral figure. 
5.3.2 The Techno-Professional Teacher 
The following case illustrates another important locus of teacher identity - teacher as 
a technical professional that emphasizes pedagogy and the skills involved in teaching. 
A teacher who tries to organize his identity around this locus tends to focus on the 
professional or technical aspect of and the skills involved when describing what a 
teacher is and what a teacher does. It reflects a different point of reference for the 
ideal image of teacher that is based on moral figure. 
Elizabeth, who has already been teaching in the same secondary school for over 30 
years, summarized concisely the kind of changes that she has witnessed throughout 
the years as follows: 
In the past, teaching was ... you taught your subject to the students ... it was 
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subject-based and you just taught everything in your subject to your student, 
including the knowledge, skills or attitudes etc. Now you have to practically take 
care of the child in every aspect ... to take custody of the whole person (~AJ!ff 
/!Ifi) ... you have to arrange many activities for intelligence development in every 
aspects ... er ... emotional development ... emotional management ... and problems 
in relationships with parents ... 
As Elizabeth has reflected upon her experience, the roles or the duties that teachers 
have to perform are vastly expanded from subject, or knowledge and skill-based, to 
every aspects of the student. This arguably reflects the influence of the conception of 
the whole-person development, where all aspects of the children now fall under the 
responsibility of the teachers. In Elizabeth's words, whole-person development (~A 
~*) has become taking custody of the whole person (~A~~I]i). This expansion in 
the aspects of student development is interpreted by Elizabeth as an expansion of 
responsibility for the child and has created a lot of pressures for the teachers. 
Such expansion of the responsibility of teachers over the students has created a lot of 
confusion for Elizabeth in making sense of the roles of teachers nowadays: 
Er ... nowadays this concept is very ambiguous ... what a teacher is .... I myself 
think that ... er ... the responsibility of the teacher and the parents should be 
separated. If the society demands the teachers to take up every responsibility like 
a parent does, I think it is impractical and it cannot be achieved ... if the teacher 
has to bear the sole responsibility for the growth of a teenager, I do not that 
teachers can do it well ... 
In Elizabeth's words, the concept of "what a teacher is" is "very ambiguous". This 
shows the confusion arising out of this expansion of responsibilities. Elizabeth has 
made sense of it as a merging of the responsibilities between teachers and parents. 
From another point of view, by saying that teachers increasingly take up the 
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responsibilities of parents, it means that teachers have to take up increasingly 
moralistic obligations towards the students that are part of the parents' obligations 
before. And by maintaining that these should be separated, as Elizabeth has, implies 
that she is refusing to take up and to define their work as a moralistic one. 
The most explicit example showing that Elizabeth has organize her identity as a 
teacher around the locus of identity of teachers as a technical professional is 
illustrated below: 
It [teacher] is definitely a profession ... when you have to make contact with the 
young people in order to make them changes, you need to a lot of professional 
knowledge ( -f!/)ftJ;o!ifJ and some professional ethics ( -f!/)ftJJRW· 
As shown in the above, Elizabeth has strong affirmed the status of teachers as a 
profession. Moreover, she has maintained that a lot of "professional know ledge" and 
"professional ethics" to make contact with young people. This shows that Elizabeth 
has taken the view and has articulated her work from a "professional" point of view. 
When asked to elaborate more, Elizabeth gave the following example: 
For example ... how to handle the relationship with students ... how to set a good 
personal example of proper behavior for the student... how to understand the 
influence of your behavior upon the students ... Many skills are required in order 
to communicate with the young people. 
In Elizabeth's words, "many skills" are required to deal with the long list of "how". It 
illustrates that the communication with young people are seen as a highly technical, if 
not professional, activities· that requires many skills. This kind of approach reveals a 
highl Y technical view of the nature of teachers' work where sets of skills are required 
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to deal with each item in the list of "how". This is what a teacher tends to do when the 
teacher's identity is organized around the locus of teacher as a technical professional. 
We are now better equipped to understand what Elizabeth has meant in the following 
when she is trying to define what a teacher should do and be responsible for: 
As a teacher I think that the main responsibility is to train up the students ' minds, 
or to help them enhance their learning abilities ... but, of course, their behavior, 
their relationships with others and their performance in various aspects in 
school ... or their social skills outside schools, teachers can help to develop too ... 
However, for these kinds of abilities, that is their abilities to control their 
emotions, it must be assisted by parents or other professionals in order to 
achieve that successfully ... There are so many things to do, for some of these 
things we are not professional to deal with and this becomes very difficult. 
By saying that "it must be assisted by parents or other professionals", it means that 
there are at least some duties that must be handled by professionals who are more 
qualified to perform those duties successfully and those professionals are not teachers. 
It shows that Elizabeth has sought to re-define at least some of proper responsibilities 
that teachers should shoulder as an attempt to limit the expanding responsibilities put 
upon teachers. This is articulated with reference the expertise of "other professionals" 
who must provide assistance in order to achieve that successfully. This reveals first! y 
that the expansion of responsibilities might have created a fussy area where the 
responsibilities of teachers and other "professionals" become blurred.3 Secondly, it 
reveals that there is another way that resistance of teachers can be and is indeed 
articulated through the locus of identity of teachers as a technical professional. 
3 The framework proposed Abbott (1988) could have been useful if it is not solely formulated in terms 
of inter-professional competition. The jurisdictional claim over a particular arena of work constitutes 
an important site for negotiation between professions. The reason obviously is that the profession 
status of teachers is still debatable. Many dynamics of power and authority commanded by 
professionals discussed in Abbott's book cannot be taken-for-granted in the case of teachers. 
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Perhaps the following case of Anna can serve as a concrete example of the dynamics 
of negotiation involved when teachers try to resist by articulating the resistance 
through the locus of identity of teachers as a technical professional. This case involves 
the relationship between teachers and social workers at school: 
Everyone's role is different... we teachers, it is true, are here to transmit 
knowledge and also to take care of their growth and development (/iftfo!j!Jll). 
But everybody has his own responsibilities (tf-!1i!f;Jt;/(Ijf)... You cannot require a 
teacher to be (+ Jjff ~ lilJ) and take care of everything for whole-person 
development. Teachers themselves have not necessarily achieved whole-person 
development ... how do they train a student to achieve whole-person development? 
We only do as much as we can ... 
[We] only do the best that I can... if I have time I might chat with them more. 
Honestly speaking, there are simply so many students and you cannot handle 
everyone. And often we do not have professional training to provide counseling 
to the students ... we just try to chat with them as much as we can ... ultimately it 
is the social workers who are most capable of handling students with problems. 
It is the social worker's job to handle students with problems. 
Similar to Elizabeth's case, Anna also finds it difficult to manage the newly arisen 
responsibility for whole-person development of the students. By saying "we [teachers] 
do not have professional training to provide counseling to the students" and "it is the 
social workers' job to handle students with problems", Anna sought to re-define the 
proper responsibilities that teachers should shoulder and limiting the expanded 
responsibilities put upon teachers. This precisely reveals the locus of identity of 
teacher as a professional serves both as a framework for making sense of one's 
situation, and at the same time, provides a discourse to articulate and assert resistance. 
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5.3.3 The Super Teacher 
The following case illustrates an important situation where the two loci of identities 
are merging into one, i.e. both identities of teacher as a moral figure and teacher as a 
technical professional are emphasized. A teacher who tries to organize his identity 
simultaneous around both loci tends to use terms from both discourses to describe 
what a teacher is and what a teacher does. Indeed an expanded image of teacher as a 
result of the merging of the two loci is embraced. 
Peter is a secondary school teacher for only two years at the time of the interview. 
During the interview he has shown himself to be very proficient and adept in 
discussing a variety of topics, including the different roles that a teacher performs in 
different periods of time and the different roles or function that a class teacher can 
perform. Peter can also anal yze what he has learnt in a teacher education program 
systematically with the framework of formal and informal education that a school is 
imparting to its students. 
The articulation is arguably too systematic and elaborate and it raises the researcher's 
suspicion and care in trying to interpret what Peter has said because, apart from 
speaking very fast and fluently, when Peter is discussing these topics, he has used 
many theoretical concepts to systematically present his points. There are two 
possibilities that may lead to the kind of responses that Peter has. Firstly, it might be 
that these responses are learnt instead of being his own thoughts, and that Peter is 
naturally reciting what he has learnt during his teacher training. Secondly, it might be 
that Peter is truly reflective about his experience and what he says is his own thoughts. 
But clearly these kinds of reflective accounts heavily rely on those elaborate theories 
that he used and these theories have to be learnt. 
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With this in mind, we now begin to examine how Peter has talked about teacher and 
teaching and what aspects that he chose to emphasize on: 
When you compare the teacher training programs offered by my university with 
those offered by other universities, there are two things that my university can 
best offer. Firstly, it will try to impart (f/!!/iE) to you a proper attitude for 
becoming a teacher .... Also, it emphasizes on your pedagogy, that is, how you 
transmit your knowledge to the students and what method you use. When you 
compare with other university that [only] offers one-year program for diploma in 
education, it is enough and sufficient. This is definitely its strength. 
As seen in the above, Peter seems to be very proud of the impartation of proper 
attitude to teaching and the training in pedagogy that he has received and has regarded 
that as definitely the strength of the training in his university. Note that in his 
discussion of proper attitude, it reveals that it is highly rationalized in that it includes 
teachers' psychology and teacher development and that these are broken down into 
courses available for them to take. In addition to the above, Peter has also stressed the 
moralistic aspects of being a teacher: 
[Teachers] have to be have a sense of responsibility in everyday work. .. have to 
have a higher standard of requirement upon himself in everyday life ... teach by 
persQnal example or to teach by words and deeds (!ffB) is the very important. 
By saying that teachers "have to have higher standards of requirement upon himself in 
everyday life", it suggests that the obligation and requirement put upon teachers are 
more than occupational or professional but can be described as moralistic that 
regulates one's everyday life as well. The emphasis on morality is further illustrated 
by the emphasis on the importance of setting personal example and to teach by words 
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and deeds. 
The above cases serve to illustrate the salience of both kinds of identities. But apart 
from hybridizing or merging the existing identities, the following cases illustrates that 
there are new elements being incorporated when Peter is talking about some 
seemingly familiar concepts related to teachers' identities. On the surface it seems 
apparent and familiar, but little by little it is actually incorporating new reasons and 
elements into the discoursing of teacher's identity. The following two examples aptly 
demonstrate this point. In affirming the status of teacher as a profession, Peter has 
given a very distinctive reason to justify the affirmation: 
Teachers should be a profession; otherwise it will affect national development, 
that's why I think it must be a profession. 
Firstly, the strong emphasis i.e. should be and must be, on the necessity of teachers 
being a profession suggests the salience of the locus of identity of teacher as a 
profession. Secondly, it is argued that national development is a new reason that 
comes up and is linked to whether or not teacher is a profession. It shows that national 
development has become a legitimate rationalization for and is linked to the identity 
of teacher as a professional. 
When asked about, attention is drawn to the elaboration that Peter gave when he was 
asked about what qualities a professional teacher should have: 
There are several lines of work (17* ) in society that emphasize mentality, such 
as social worker, physician, nurse, teacher that cannot be evaluated merely by an 
examination. Your mentality or sense of responsibility determines whether you 
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are a professional teacher. 
By citing other examples such as social worker and nurses, the researcher himself is 
first misled into expecting that the mentality raised by the informant would be 
referring to caring. Indeed, there are some scholars who emphasize the importance of 
"caring" in teachers and teaching (see Q'Conner 2006 for review). However, upon 
further probing, Peter gave the following elaboration illustrating that there are drastic 
changes to the interpretation of professional teacher. 
In modern times, it requires the teacher to constantly broaden the level of 
knowledge that one has, which is much higher than a couple of decades ago ... 
Nowadays the students may have a wider exposure to knowledge and this put 
demands on the teachers that they must be aware of the importance of constantly 
updating your knowledge. Thus, mentality comes first and your knowledge comes 
second. 
Apparent! y the identity of teacher is predicted upon the "mentality" seems familiar yet 
is subject to a new interpretation. In this further elaboration, Peter has interpreted 
"mentality" to be the awareness to re-new one's own existing knowledge base rather 
than the innate quality of caring. It is argued that it reflects the recent changes in the 
wider institutional environment where the emphasis on life-long learning becomes 
increasingly entrenched. While any knowledge in particular is de-emphasized, the 
skills to acquire new knowledge or to update one's knowledge constantly are 
emphasized. 
If I were free to choose, besides the identity (5fj;1J of teacher, I would want to 
have more time for your own ... actually, besides the identity (5fj;1J of teacher, 
you also need family ... and you need more private time 
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At first sight, the above conveys a sense of bum -out and tiresome in the face of the 
vastly expanded expected roles of teachers arising out of the merging of two loci of 
identities. This reveals the difficult position that teachers are caught in a situation 
where they have to entertain vastly expanded duties that are elaborated in increasingly 
fine details. In addition to that, it reveals that teachers who try to embrace 
unquestionably about the new conception of teachers are particularly vulnerable and 
exhibiting only the weakest form of resistance. More importantly, it demonstrates that 
although the roles associated with the identity of teacher are greatly expanded, this 
identity wanes in influence in relation to other identities available to a person's 
disposal. Indeed, the identity pertaining to family can be used to rationalize and 
legitimate the weak resistance that teachers try to articulate. 
5.3.4 The Indifferent Teacher 
The following case illustrates a situation where a teacher does not organIze his 
identity around the locus of identity of teachers as a moral figure or as a technical 
professional. A teacher in this category tends to de-emphasize both the moralistic or 
professional characteristics of teachers and take up a detached view about what one is 
doing. 
Ricky who has ahead y been teaching in a secondary school for eight years with 
traditional brand-named school in Hong Kong (1_*JE~fX) which have changed into a 
Direct Subsidy School Ci![ji~fX) recently. When asked about whether teacher can 
be said to be a professional, he has replied in an unambiguous manner that: 
No ... the profession that I know, it is not the result of a discussion between you 
and me. It is stipulated by law whether it [the occupation} is or it is not [a 
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profession]. In addition, I do not think that I will be held liable for anything as 
far as teaching is concerned. 
As the above suggests, Ricky rejects the notion of professional teacher as a valid 
claim for his identity and reasoned that the professional status of teacher is dubious 
and by no means well established. In further elaboration of his point, he reasoned that 
the status of professional teacher have to go hand in hand with legal responsibilities 
and be endorsed by the state. 
If a student does not study well, I think even today no parent can sue the teacher. 
If I do not have this responsibility, how can I be entitled to be a professional? If 
an architect erected a building but the building collapsed, or if a doctor make a 
patient dead (II5EA), they will have a lot of trouble (iff/Jjr:&-¥/l). But as you 
can see, if a teacher teaches poorly, I do not see that it will lead to trouble 
(laugh). 
Theoreticall y, it reveals the fallacy of treating professionalism or professional status 
as merely a construction because it carries practical consequences as well. It also 
alerts us to the potential role of the state in both mandating and manipulating the 
claim for itself (Tsang 1998) in an attempt to ensure obedience and compliance on the 
part of teachers. More importantly, this case sufficiently illustrates that the identity of 
teacher is not necessarily predicated on the locus of identity of teacher as a profession. 
This has two implications: the definition of profession and professionalism is far from 
definite and as entrenched as some scholars would like to see. Second, it is often 
neglected how people organize their identity if professional status is not available or 
is simply rejected as an option. 
In further elaboration of his thoughts, he has described the changes in the nature of 
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teachers and teaching as follows in a somewhat detached and calm tone that: 
It is absolutely different. I think the teachers in the past is a sacred person that 
cannot be tempered with (!E/!fff/f\iiJ~f(]/J}{A), what he [a teacher} says is 
absolutely right. But nowadays what ... what I am doing here? It is probably only 
an ordinary job for me ( iiJ/itR£*!TfJ)I). 
If you ask me what I have that I can teach the students, I am sorry I may not have 
anything to teach. This is because there are far more channels for the students to 
obtain knowledge ... Sometimes I will feel that I can be described as teaching 
kids for others ... but I myself do not have kids, but those parents might have 
already have several kids, they may be much more good at teaching kids than 
myself. 
In Ricky's words, he has characterized teacher as "only an ordinary job" nowadays as 
opposed to the somewhat sacred and probably respectable undertaking in the past. 
This reflected that Ricky's he has recognized changes in the nature or quality of being 
a teacher and has interpreted it as a loss of moralistic character. The somewhat 
ambiguous positioning of teacher among parents and students might be a result of the 
loss of authority and changes in the partnership between teacher and parent.4 But 
more importantly, this reveals that teachers do not necessarily carry any sacred or 
moralistic character. 
Only after further probing has Ricky briefly described, albeit in a still calm and 
detached tone, what he thinks teachers should do: 
In the aspect of knowledge [transmission}, if I want you to learn this chapter, at 
least I have to learn this chapter too, and I can tell you how to learn it. If I want 
you to keep quiet in the morning assembly in our school, at least I have to keep 
4 Refer to Chapter 4 of this thesis for details 
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quiet too. I think that teach by example is very basic. But if you ask is there 
anything beyond that? I think ... put it in another way ... nowadays teachers do 
not have much influence over students. 
Although Ricky has maintained that teach by example is very basic, he quickly 
qualified that by saying "nowadays teachers do not have much influence over 
students". It is argued that this at most could reflect a weak emphasis on the moral 
obligations of teachers. The detachedness is further illustrated when Ricky expressed 
that it might not be necessary to have schools in the future. 
The non-emphasis on technical professional or moral figure reveals that both types of 
locus of identities and the associated discourses seem to be irrelevant to the informant. 
However, this is no way suggests that Ricky is in anyway anomic or suffering from 
total loss of meaning whatsoever. On the other hand, as Ricky has suggested that the 
sense of detachedness is a response to the expanding responsibilities put on the 
teachers: 
I am kind of detached and I seldom bring things back home to work on ... or I 
should put it this way, it does not affect me too much only because I have 
detached myself from it. 
In the first place, this reveals the dilemma that teachers are caught in. But more 
important! y, this suggests that detachedness is also a kind of resistance exhibited by 
teachers. This situation is both empirically and theoretically important in the 
discussion of teachers' identity. It is argued that we often ignore this category and 
treat it as a residual or as deviations from what should be. Even teachers themselves 
might treat it this way. Some informants have expressed that they feel disappointed by 
their colleagues because their colleagues are either not professional enough or 
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committed enough to teachingS. 
However, it is argued that the existence of this category carries much significance 
because it reflects the changes that occupational identity no longer carries as much 
significance as before and it is no longer all encompassing as the sole source of 
meaning of life. Frank & Meyer (2002) has argued that this is a reflection of the 
emphasis on the individual as the most important "standardized master identity" 
(2002: 93), where more and more aspects of life in the modem world are increasing 
rationalized and organized around the concept of the individual that at once 
legitimates and confers meanings to the choices that people have made. 
In the case of Ricky, he has treated teaching as just an occupation like any other and 
has deliberately chosen to, instead of being forced to, detach himself from his 
occupation. Perhaps the most important implication is that these deviations could also 
be understood as a kind of strategy of resistance against the expanding responsibilities 
put upon the teachers. 
5 Informants Paul and Peter have both expressed similar comments. 
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5.4 Chapter Conclusion 
In this chapter I have proposed that the discussion of teachers' identities in the case of 
Hong Kong should be formulated along two dimensions, each one denoting to a 
particular locus of identity of teacher, either as a professional or as a moral figure. It is 
then possible to categorize teachers' responses into four discrete categories, which is 
presented in Figure 5.1 below 
Analytical Framework for teachers' identities 
The Virtuous Teacher 
Moral Figure 
+ 
The Super Teacher 




Figure 5.1 Categorization of teachers' meaning negotiation process in relation to their 
identities. 
In Figure 5.1, the positive sign only refers to a high degree of emphasis that a teacher 
puts upon that particular locus of identity, while the negative sign does not necessarily 
mean that a teacher try to reject that particular locus of identity. It must be remarked 
that although the above dimensions are presented as a dichotomous, it is in reality a 
matter of degree or a continuum in the response among the teachers. The real situation 
seldom fits neatly into a single category. 
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The Virtuous Teacher refers to those teachers who try to organize his identity around 
the locus of identity of teacher as a moral figure and thus tend to use moralistic terms 
to describe what a teacher is and what a teacher does. The Techno-Professional 
Teacher refers to those teachers who try to organize his identity around the locus of 
identity of teacher as a technical professional and thus tend to focus on the 
professional or technical aspect of and the skills involved when describing what a 
teacher is and what a teacher does. The Super Teacher refers to those teachers who try 
to organize his identity simultaneous around both loci of identities of teacher as a 
moral figure and a technical professional and thus tend to use terms from both 
discourses to describe what a teacher is and what a teacher does. The Indifferent 
Teacher refers to those teachers who do not organize his identity around either locus 
of identity of teacher as a moral figure or a technical professional and thus tend not to 
emphasize either the moralistic or professional characteristics of teachers when 
describing what a teacher is and what a teacher does. 
To argue a step further, this chapter has also demonstrated the meaning negotiation 
process of teachers in relation to concept/idea and work/practice, albeit in this case it 
is the identities of teachers and the associated roles that have to be negotiated. Indeed 
the two are analytically distinct and must not be mixed up (Frank & Meyer 2002). 
In line with previous chapters, the framework of meaning negotiation is used to 
examine how teachers make sense of themselves as either a good teacher or a 
professional teacher, the associated roles that are expected and their linkages. 
However, because this chapter tries to focus on the competing dynamics between the 
two ideas of identities available to teachers, therefore the two dimensions in the 
diagram refer to the ideas of identities only. Each dimension of the idea of identity can 
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be further broken down into two dimensions, namely one referring to the idea of 
identity, the other referring to the practice of the role associated with that identity. 
Moreover, it is emphasized again that the negotiation will not necessarily be 
successful in reconciling the two aspects of idea/concept and work/practice. Only 
when these are legitimated and become shared that the institutionalization process and 
hence the institutional change is successfully completed (Berger & Luckmann 1966; 
Weber 1978; Wuthnow 1987). 
Thus, the importance of these two dimensions is that it firstly illustrates the possible 
dynamics between two different ideas that might be competing with each other. 
(Nevertheless, we should not lose sight of the negotiation process going on in relation 
to each idea and its respective practice.) The existence of mUltiple identities available 
to teachers has enabled and at the same time forced the teachers to undertake varied 
strategies to re-negotiate and re-define both the aspects of idea or the identity of what 
a teacher is and the aspect of practice or the role of what a teacher does. Secondly, it 
demonstrates that these identities can be useful resources to be manipulated by 
teachers themselves in order to justify and rationalize teachers' claims of what does or 
does not constitutes teachers' role proper. Thirdly, it illustrates the various strategies 
that teachers undertake are constituted and granted legitimacy only when it is made 
with reference to the framework instituted in the environment. 6 While it should not 
be assumed these strategies will be definitely successful yet it does entail practical 
consequences if it is recognized. In any case, it is the changes in the institutions that 
give rise to the re-definition and re-negotiation of identities that are capable of 
justifying and rationalizing teachers' strategies (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer 
& Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Frank & 
6 Whether it is successful is a question of empirical observation. 
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Meyer 2002; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006; Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
It is argued that the particular locus of identity that a teacher takes up does not strictly 
depend on the kind of professional socialization that a teacher undertakes, which 
Weick (1982) and Bidwell (2001) have predicted to be one of significant sources of 
influence upon teachers' shared understanding of their identities and roles. Based on 
the categorizations of teachers in this chapter, the effect of this factor is apparently not 
supported by the cases in this research. While Peter and Paul are both novice teachers, 
they take up very different loci of identities; the former has embraced a highly 
moralistic identity of teacher as a virtuous teacher, while the latter has embraced an 
identity that stresses both morality and professionalism. Although Peter and Paul are 
teaching in secondary school and primary school respectively, both of them have 
undertaken training that are designed for secondary teachers. Moreover, while 
Elizabeth is a teacher with more than 30 years of experience and is expected to have 
received teacher training that emphasizes less on supposedly more progressive and 
recent conception of teacher as a technical expert based on a science of teaching, yet 
she has taken up an identity of teacher that stresses technical professionalism. Ricky is 
a teacher with only around 8 years of experience yet he takes up an identity of teacher 
that neither stresses on the morality or technical professionalism, his orientation is not 
similar to-other informants who have comparable years of experience, for instance 
those teaching for around 6 to 10 years. But more importantly, based on my 
informants' wide array of varying emphasis put on either or both of the loci of identity, 
it suggests that which identity a teacher chooses to take up or emphasize more on 
appears random and highly malleable. Indeed, the extent of variation of emphasis and 
the hybridization that my informants have manipulated these different loci of 
identities reveals a couple of important characteristics of the nature of these identities. 
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Firstly, these are highly general and vague accounts of what a teacher is and what a 
teacher do that does not bear much correspondence to the actual realities that the 
teachers are facing in the classroom. Many of them are manipulating them to put 
forward their own interpretation of what a teacher is and what a teacher should do. 
This provides support to the proposition that when there are multiple or even 
competing rationalized myths in the institutional environment, say the myth of good 
teacher and the myth of professional teacher, more variation would be observed in 
how teachers' responses or practices are in the classroom level (Coburn 2004). 
Secondly, by studying the conversation that teachers engage in when talking about 
their identities and roles as teachers, it reveals that many of the conversations in the 
discourses or expressions used by the teachers themselves are highly general, 
ideological and only visionary, it reveals exactly the "imaginative" or "ideological" 
nature of teachers' perception of their work and identity (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; 
Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
It thus explains why the professional ethics of teachers list out so many items that 
some scholars have described it as merely a wish list (Sweeting 1992). Many teachers 
have said it is "impossible to do so many things" yet paradoxically they also say they 
will "try their best" to do so for the sake of the students. It points to the widely 
recognized discrepancies of what a teacher can do and what a teacher is expected to 
do. However, as shown in this chapter, the teachers continue to emphasize at least 
some aspects of these different loci of identities as a teacher. It reflects the power of 
the "mythical" nature in educational organization within which actors are not as 
rational, and yet locate their basis for meaning upon rational grounds that are highly 
stylized around a cultural account. In other words, by conforming to these cultural 
accounts of what a teacher is and what a teacher does, it at once confers meaning and 
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legitimacy to one's identity as a teacher proper (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer 
& Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Frank & 
Meyer 2002; Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
It also reveals the decoupling nature of educational organizations when claims and 
goals have to be visionary. Indeed, it is systematically shown in chapter 3 to chapter 5 
that the changes arising out of reform does not necessary reflect the needs or conflicts 
of the conditions internal to the school as an organizations. In chapter 3 and chapter 4, 
it is shown that the ideas of work and workplace and the ideas of the relationship 
between teacher and student as well as between teacher and parent represent and 
reflect worldwide changes in the ideological and cultural model of world society and 
a model of modem individual (Meyer et al 1997; Frank & Meyer 2002; Meyer, Drori 
& Hwang 2006). It is further shown in this chapter that the identities of teachers that 
teachers used to make sense of themselves are also highly ideological and visionary 
that does not depend on the conditions or the actual day-to-day activities within the 
school. It is argued that this reveal the peculiar position that teachers occupy in the 
school as an organization that derives the legitimacy of themselves not from what 
they can actually do but from what they are expected to do. This sets the teachers 
apart from other conventional professions who are capable of grounding their claims 
upon their technical expertise. The professionalism of teachers, whose professional 
status is not well established, is thus, perhaps more than anything, a manifestation of 
the "logic of confidence" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 40), or a cultural definition of what 
teachers should do, instead of an empirical summary of what teachers actually do in 
their everyday work (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; 
Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
141 
Chapter 6 Workplace and Reality 
eJmpWi 6: !j)i,jCUjjUm and ~Um 
6.1 Discussion 
In previous chapters, cases are presented to illustrate the complex negotiation of idea 
and practice in relation to various aspects of the education system under rapid reform, 
namely the aspect of teacher's work (chapter 3), the aspects of teacher-student and 
teacher-parent relationships (chapter 4) and the aspect of teachers' identities and roles 
(chapter 5). The main purpose of this chapter is to examine and discuss the changes 
and meaning of these changes in an integrated manner. Specifically, my attempt is to 
frame my discussions within the sociological context. That is, how do we make sense 
of these empirical facts furnished by the teachers in a sociological perspective? 
As discussed in chapter 2, this thesis takes Berger and Luckmann's framework of 
levels of legitimation as a starting point and tries to re-examine this legitimation 
process. Berger and Luckmann (1966: 112-113) have outlined systematically four 
analytically distinct levels of legitimation that starts from traditional pre-theoretical 
explanations that is built into a word, to pragmatic rudimentary theoretical 
propositions linked to specific action, to explicit formal theories of a differentiated 
body of knowledge, to the most elaborate explanations with reference to an abstract 
symbolic universe that integrates different spheres of meaning and experience in its 
totality. While this serves as a very important starting point but it is not without its 
problems. Wuthnow (1987) has pointed out that this framework over emphasizes on 
rational consistency and implies a progression from less to more elaborate in both the 
scope and degree of elaboration. More importantly, it is argued that this best applies to 
a situation where a certain institution is well established and legitimated, yet it is 
inadequate in situation where there are rapid changes such that the concept, the action, 
the linkage thereof and the reasons rationalizing and legitimating the linkage are open 
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to negotiation. The education reform is precisely a situation where there are rapid 
changes in the word, the action, the linkage thereof and the reasons that rationalize 
and legitimate the linkage. Before any rationalization and legitimation can be 
advanced, even particular linkage between word and action becomes problematic. 
Recognizing that the aforementioned four levels of legitimation are only the end result 
of negotiation, this thesis thus takes Berger and Luckmann's (1966) framework as a 
point of departure and tries to re-examine this legitimation process. Based on their 
framework, it is argued that four elements can be anal yticall y distinguished which 
together constitute the framework of the meaning negotiation process, namely: the 
word, the action, the linkage between word and action, and the explanation. It is 
argued that the word corresponds to the idea; the action corresponds to the practice. 
While both word and explanation can be part of the discourse, it is further argued that 
we should anal yticall y distinguish the discourses into the ideas and the explanations 
for the linkage between the ideas and practice in order to avoid confusion between the 
idea as words for designation, and the explanations as those words that seek to 
rationalize and legitimate the linkage between the idea and practice. 
While it is undoubtedly implicit in the framework of legitimation of Berger and 
Luckmann (1966), it must be reiterated and made explicit that legitimation is a 
process of how shared meaning is achieved. Moreover, according to Wuthnow (1987: 
65), shared meaning is a sharing of "discourse and behavior", thus it follows that 
legitimation is a process of sharing of discourse and behaviors, which include the idea, 
the practice, the linkage between the two, and the explanations given that rationalize 
and legitimate the linkage. It is further argued that the earlier chapters have focused 
on the first two levels of legitimation where the word, action and the linkage thereof 
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become problematic when there are rapid changes. In this chapter, it is argued that the 
rationalization and legitimation of the idea, the practice and the linkage thereof 
constitutes the final steps of the meaning negotiation process. 
Wuthnow (1987: 65) has acutely observed that "meaning has many meanings". He 
has pointed out that meaning can refer firstly to a subjective state of or what is 
attributed to a symbol by an individual, secondly to an attribute of a symbol that is 
contingent upon the context in which an individual is situated, or thirdly to part of the 
message that is communicated between individuals, which apparently bears no 
relationships to the subjective or internal state of any individual in particular. While 
the first conception relegates the problem of meaning to an individual level, yet it 
becomes difficult or even problematic to ascertain the internal state of an individual or 
to assert the sharing of a meaning. While the second conception treats the meaning as 
an attribute of the symbol contingent on both individual and context, which might 
suggest a possible objectivity of meaning, however it is again very difficult to 
ascertain any definite meaning of a particular symbol and there are infinite 
combinations of individuals and contexts that may lead to infinite number of possible 
meanings (Wuthnow 1987). 
Wuthnow- (1987) further pointed out that the third conception paradoxically turns 
around the problem of meaning and focuses on how meaning is communicated instead 
of what meaning is communicated, and the primary concern of this conception is the 
arrangement of and the relation among symbols. Indeed by focusing on this, it 
becomes possible to speak of shared meanings as a sharing of "discourse and 
behavior" (Wuthnow 1987: 65) which is externally observable. However, it is argued 
that it becomes very problematic to speak of any meaning without the individuals in 
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this process and we should not lose sight of the multifarious meanings attributed to 
these discourses and behaviors by individuals (Weber 1978), or else we would be 
missing the whole point. Meanings, or how one explains about those discourses, 
behaviors and the linkage thereof, are created by real individuals who actively 
interpret and make sense of these discourses and behaviors and possibly re-interpret 
existing discourses and behaviors or make up new ones. It is particularly important 
when we try to examine changes in shared meaning in the institution, i.e. changes in 
the explanations that rationalize and legitimate the linkage between ideas and 
practices (Berger & Luckmann 1966; Weber 1978; Wuthnow 1987). 
A theory of function 
The very first kind of response that teacher may employ when discussing about the 
changes in the education system is summarized as "it works" or "it does not work". 
This represents a major type of explanation that teachers use to account for or 
rationalize and legitimate the change. This type of explanation seeks to explain the 
change in terms of the instrumental use of a particular linkage between idea and 
practice, and is thus classified as a theory of the function. 
It is argued that this is probably the most immediate yet most fundamental device 
available to teachers who try to make sense of and negotiate the linkage between idea 
and practice. There are two possibilities here. On the one hand, by advancing the 
claim that something does work, the teachers try to define, rationalize and at the same 
time legitimate the linkage between idea and practice proposed by the reform; on the 
other hand, by advancing the claim that something does not work, the teachers try to 
re-define, rationalize and at the same time legitimate their own version of linkage 
between idea and practice, which might be different from the kind of linkage 
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proposed by the reform. Basically, our teachers VIew, perceIve and act on reform 
changes by adopting and playing a realist role to make sense of the functioning of the 
reform. 
As shown in chapter 3 when I am talking about the aspect of teachers' work and 
workplace, very often the teachers start to make sense of these changes by their 
function. When a claim of function is made, it begs the question of who the 
beneficiary of the function is. Most usually "for the students" is invoked. 1 
f will only pay effort into doing something if f think that it is suitable and 
beneficial to my students [Elizabeth] 
As the above shows, the students are invoked as the beneficiary for whom these 
changes work to benefit. In this case, it is used by a teacher who tries to rationalize 
and legitimate the teacher's selection of changes to work on and spend effort into. It is 
of course possible that other entities like society and nation are invoked as the 
beneficiary. 
The following example of Ricky, which is also introduced in chapter 3, shows that 
this kind of explanation can be further elaborated to rationalize and legitimate other 
claims of teachers in relation to the meaning negotiation process: 
f wonder how much of what the officials says can be put into work? These 
officials have no background as in being a teacher (1!ffI%=Jt:;jjlO!!f£¥E8::f5§i!f!if!fJ), 
but these are precisely the people who tell teachers what to do ... f will stress that 
their background might be related to education but they have no background as 
in being a teacher. Perhaps he has done many researches on educational issues 
1 Readers can refer to chapter 3 of the thesis for more examples. 
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in the university but he has not been a teacher before ... how can it work if they 
have absolutely no experience in that? .. [The experience of being a teacher will 
let] you know what will work and what will not work. [Ricky] 
The above is a very common claim given by teachers who challenge the officials' 
policy on the ground that these officials "have no background as in being a teacher". 2 
In this case, it is explicitly stated that doing research in education also does not count. 
In any case, the claim of experience that is exclusive to teachers is predicated upon a 
rationalization that is functional in nature, i.e. "you know what will work and what 
will not work". This shows that this kind of explanation can be used to rationalize and 
legitimate teachers' re-definition, if any, of the linkage between idea and practice in 
the meaning negotiation process. 
A theory of the individual 
Another very common sentence or theme that teachers employ when discussing about 
the changes in the education system is summarized as "it becomes much more 
difficult to teach the students". 3 This represents another type of explanation that 
teachers use to account for or rationalize and legitimate the change. This type of 
explanation seeks to explain the change in terms of the change in the innate quality of 
the students as an individual. That is, the student is now being commonly perceived as 
an independent and autonomous entity. Although conflicting phenomena and values 
arise (chapter 4), teachers usually go beyond personal concern, and widely place these 
concerns within a legitimate framework of emerging universalistic values and vision 
that is prevalent in the external and highly institutionalized environment (Meyer, Boli 
& Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Drori 
2 Other similar claims usually involve the concept like "frontline teachers" Ci~u*JR~gjfj), which is used 
by some of my informants 
3 "It becomes much more difficult to teach the students" means I" ~1:Jl~Oii:Pf37 J in Chinese 
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& Hwang 2006). I attempt to classify this as a theory of the individual. 
The following example of Grace, as introduced in chapter 4, shows that these kinds of 
explanations are to a certain extent produced and supported by a group of "experts" in 
society: 
There are more experts now who discover that they have problems in learning 
ability or problems in maintaining attention span. [Grace] 
The "experts" referred to in the above are apparently those psychologists who 
"discover" the various problems related to learning pertaining to the individual. It is 
argued that these are predicated upon a model of individuals depicted as independent 
and autonomous entity that are educable and are capable of being motivated to do so 
for the sake of self-actualization. This implies that the problems that individuals 
encounter in learning are thus remediable if appropriate and adequate help is provided 
and psychologists have devised elaborate procedures and approaches to help 
"discover" and "remedy" the problems. This suggests that many similar ideas and 
practices are to a certain extent produced and supported by a group of psychology 
professionals in society who grounds the claims to legitimacy upon the claim to be a 
SCIence generating universal and objective knowledge, which IS highly 
institutionalized in modem society. (Wuthnow 1987; Frank, Meyer & Miyahara 1995; 
Schofer 1999; Drori et al. 2003) These groups are themselves products of the 
education as an institution that grants them legitimacy and the position that university 
plays in this might be decisive (Meyer 1977; Schofer & Meyer 2005; Frank & Meyer 
2007). In any case, it is argued that these terms and ideas produced are also subject to 
negotiations when these are diffused to teachers, which can also be used as more 
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elaborate rationalization and legitimation of the change. 
A theory of the society 
The third common sentence or theme that teachers use when discussing about the 
changes in the education system is summarized as "the society has changed" or "the 
society has become much more complicated" .4 This represents another type of 
explanation that teachers use to account for or rationalize and legitimate the change. 
This type of explanation seeks to explain the change in terms of the change in the 
nature or characteristics of the society that is external to the student as an individual. 
It also highlights the interdependence between a social and individualist world that 
teachers have to be sensitive enough to respond to these changes. I attempt to classify 
this as a theory of the society. However, it is noteworthy that such an emerging 
'brave' new world is highly stylized around ideological and visionary values because 
teachers encounter numerous conflicting values in their day-to-day practical activities. 
Consequently, this new social world is more of an imagery than an accessible entity 
(Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Anderson 1991; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer 
& Scott 1992; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
The following example of Kate, as introduced in chapter 3, illustrates how teachers 
make sense of their changes in their work and workplace with reference to the 
emerging imagery of a more complicated society. 
There were not so many things to do in the past ... The key factor is that the 
society has become more complicated such that what the school is required to do 
is different ... in the past the committees in school might only include discipline 
section ... extra-curricular activities section ... but nowadays ... there are many 
4 "the society has become much more complicated" means I" ffr±lWfl~otc~r37 J in Chinese 
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more ... including discipline and counseling ... student welfare ... civic 
education ... patriotic education ... schoollamily cooperation ... [Kate] 
This example illustrates that this kind of explanation or such imagery also serves as 
the rationalization and legitimation of the changes, i.e. improving teaching 
competence as well as the vastly expanded number of committees in school and the 
related work. This precisely reflects that the schools are increasingly held responsible 
for preparing individuals in more and more aspects, e.g. with civic value and 
patriotism, to become a proper citizens of the society. On the other hand, the 
following example shows that this explanation is to a certain extent produced by 
another group of professionals in society. 
I have sit [audited} many courses in sociology ... it helps me a lot ... some teachers 
can only complain that it is very harsh ... but they do not know the mentality or 
workings behind ... If you have studied sociology ... sometimes it can provide you 
with vocabularies to use ... for instance credentialism (.x!~.1:Ii) ... "the 
business mentality towards education mentality" (~Jff/t! jft 89 ttJj * it /t! 
jft) ... otherwise, I may not be able to systematically present it ... I can only say I 
have many assignments to mark ... and I have much paperwork to finish ... 
[Seth] 
At first sight, the above reveals that studying sociology can be of great use. This is 
probably true but it is argued that we should not take a realist stance towards these 
and should not take these at the face value. Indeed, the above must be interpreted with 
great care. As explicitly stated "If you have studied sociology .. . sometimes it can 
provide you with vocabularies to use ", it illustrates that sociologists also do exactly 
the same thing as the psychologists do, albeit the subject matter that they work with is 
the abstract entity of society, In any case, it is argued that these terms and ideas 
produced are to a certain extent produced and rationalized by the social scientists 
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themselves who help build up this emerging imagery of world society (Meyer et al. 
1997; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
A theory of time - A lagged socialization of change 
Thus far we have progressed from a form of explanation predicated upon concrete 
visible individual to less concrete and visible society, now we turn to a form of 
explanation predicated upon an abstract entity of time.5 The common sentence or 
theme in relation to time that teachers employ when discussing about the changes in 
the education system is summarized as "the time has changed". 6 This represents 
another type of explanation that teachers use to account for or rationalize and 
legitimate the change. This type of explanation seeks to explain the change in terms of 
the change in time or epoch (8~1-~). In a sense, teachers anticipate change as a norm, 
or even a taken-for-granted component of a larger project named "reform", without 
reall y being aware of the actual properties or the working of change. Teachers 
anticipate change and act on change as if it possesses a "directional" linkage - a 
"lagged socialization" (Meyer 1970) of change seems to be a distinct phenomenon 
revealed by the teachers in my research. And I attempt to classify it as a theory of 
time. 
The following example shows that the explanations attempted by teachers might be 
far from coherent and well-integrated or definite in any sense: 
The students have very low or no motivation to learn ... ! don't know if it is a 
5 For more sociological discussion on the concept of time, please refer to Hassard (1990); Levine 
(1997) and Maureen (2001). 
6 "The time has changed" means I 8~1-tc)(~ntc J in Chinese. 
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problem of generational difference (1:{ it Off /IIJ!l!i J1)[ fa'J Jljf) or a problem of 
environment of studying ... f really don't know ... but what f can be sure is that ... 
[Billy] 
This firstly suggests that these forms of explanations can be inter-related with each 
other and need not be standing alone. More importantly it suggests that teachers might 
not be very successful in reaching a coherent or integrated account to explain the 
change. However, although it might be fragmented or incomplete, it is argued that it 
can serve to explain or rationalize and legitimate one's own interpretation. In this case, 
as shown in " .. .1 really don't know ... but what I can be sure is that. .. ", the teacher put 
forward his own interpretation of the change that makes sense to him in the face of 
ambiguity in which of the three explanations, namely "no motivation", "a problem of 
generational difference", or "a problem of environment of studying", constitutes a 
valid explanation of the change. But these explanations are taken together to 
rationalize and legitimate the teacher's own interpretation of event. This suggests that 
simple words or sentence can be of the same, if not more powerful, effect as those 
elaborate theoretical propositions supplied by the experts. More importantly, it reveals 
the situation that teachers might not even know exactly what is being changed, let 
alone the actual properties of or the working of the change. It further shows that the 
teacher may well be responding to anticipated rather than an actual need of change. 
Summary of discussion 
In the above, I have tried to present a preliminary sketch of the explanations given or 
the meanings attributed by teachers when they try to make sense of and to rationalize 
and legitimate the change that they encounter. Four analytically distinct categories are 
identified but these are in reality bound to overlap with each other. These explanations 
also exist in varying degree of elaboration but it should not be assumed that more 
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elaborate explanations are better in terms of legitimating the change. 
I do not intend to decipher whether these explanations are true or false in the 
philosophical sense or in the scientific sense. Rather, this chapter tries to delineate 
systematically the kind of explanations available to a person who tries to make sense 
of and account for the change one encounters. It is precisely through the meaning 
negotiation process that any change becomes rationalized and legitimated as in a 
sharing of the concept/idea, action/practice, the linkage thereof as well as the 
explanations accounting for the linkage, i.e. a sharing of "discourse and behaviors" 
(Wuthnow 1987: 65). It should not be assumed that these processes will necessarily 
be successful. In each and every aspects and steps of this process, it is possible that 
negotiation will break down resulting in failure of institutional change. Whether it 
will result in the break down of an institution is, however, another entirely different 
question which exceeds the scope of this thesis. It is further argued that how these 
kinds of explanations work together depending on the extent of elaboration of 
teachers' account and on the proficiency of articulation of the teachers. There is not a 
necessary order or sequence that these explanations are to be invoked. It will be 
sufficient as long as it is workable in everyday context (Berger & Luckmann 1966; 
Wuthnow 1987; Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). 
The aforementioned cases try to illustrate that these kinds of explanations are the 
building blocks of a frame of reference that constitutes both the incorporation and 
resistance of the institutional change, which is a product of modem society, or more 
specificall y the modem education institution. Indeed, it is shown in the above that 
these explanations are generated and elaborated by various professional groups whose 
legitimacy is granted by the education institution and is in close connection with the 
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institutionalization of science in the modem society (Meyer 1977; Scott 2001; Frank 
& Meyer 2002; Drori et al2003; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
The first part of this chapter attempts to sketch the multifarious meanIngs or 
interpretations that teachers give when they try to make sense of and explain the 
change. It illustrates that multifarious if not contradictory meanings, or explanations, 
can be attributed to the same words or ideas and the same actions or practices. But it 
is precisely the sharing of these same words or ideas and actions or practices that 
creates a sense of shared meaning (Wuthnow 1987). This suggests a certain delinking 
or de-coupling between the meaning in the sense of individual's subjective attribution 
to a certain symbol, and the symbol itself. It further suggests that ideas or practices 
that are more vague or simple can be more powerful in legitimating the change in a 
sense that these can be more easily adopted and at the same time mask away the 
difference between the multifarious or contradictory meanings attached to it by 
individuals. 
It suggests that in addition to the classic argument of the de linking or de-coupling 
between actual activities and the institutional structure in an organization (Meyer & 
Scott 1992), del inking or de-coupling can also occur in the discourse level, where 
there is no clear and direct correspondence between the attributed meaning and the 
particular designation or word that the meaning is attributed to. This allows different 
individuals to select from the differentiation of meanings available and possibly 
attribute different meanings to a particular designation in the discourse while at the 
same time allows these variations to be bracketed under the umbrella of the same 
designation. It is thus a "rationalized myth" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 14) of shared 
meanings that is created in this meaning negotiation process, if it is indeed successful. 
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6.2 Conclusion 
To conclude, it is argued that this thesis has made two important contributions to the 
development of institutional theories. Firstly, this thesis has made contribution to the 
understanding of how the worldwide educational reform movement has shaped local 
educational structures and reforms. At a more practical level, it has advanced our 
understanding of how education, as an ideological and organizational resource, 
promotes and shapes schooling beyond local and national boundary. Secondly, this 
thesis has proposed a systematic framework of meaning negotiation process to 
delineate and describe the micro institutional process at play within school as an 
organization which is embedded in the institutional environment. 
What is it that we are reforming? 
This thesis sets out to problematize the idea of reform and challenge conventional 
explanations of reform as arising out of the needs of or the conflicts within particular 
society. It is argued that these changes reflect the rise of "world cultural models" of a 
world society and of a modem individual (Meyer et al 1997; Frank & Meyer 2002; 
Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). It is further argued that these models affect various 
aspects of the school as an organization embedded in the institutional environment; 
these aspects are examined one by one in this thesis and are summarized as follows 
(Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; 
Meyer et al1997; Frank & Meyer 2002; Drori, Meyer & Hwang 2006): 
To sum up, chapter 3 tries to argue that contrary to conventional explanations that 
seek to explain the changes in the classroom practice of teachers in terms of the 
conditions within the school, it tries to show how the internal workings are affected 
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by the changes in the wider institutional environments In which the schools are 
embedded (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & 
Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Morrow & Torres 1995). It also tries to 
delineate and describe how teachers as a strategic actor try to make sense of and 
negotiate with these changes through the meaning negotiation process, and thereby, 
try to come up with coping strategies to deal with the changes. 
In chapter 4, it is further extended to argue that the changes in the wider institutional 
environment define and structure the activities and entities both within and outside the 
school as an organization embedded in such an environment (Meyer, Boli & Thomas 
1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 
1992). Cases are presented to illustrate the relationships between teacher and student 
as well as between teacher and parent in the school as an organization are largely 
subject to the influence of, and are defined and structured by wider institutional 
environment. It is also argued that these emergent ideas reflect the further elaboration 
of the worldwide cultural model of world society and of modem individual based on 
which the schools derive legitimacy by conforming and incorporating the elements of 
these cultural models into its formal structure (Meyer et a11997; Frank & Meyer 2002; 
Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). However, the incorporation often engenders practical 
consequences that must be dealt with and settled although these consequences might 
not immediately manifest themselves at the time of incorporation. 
In chapter 5, it is argued that how the teachers make sense of their identities as a 
teacher is also subject to the influence of the highly abstract, ideological and visionary 
depiction and account of what a teacher should be like and should do that bears little 
correspondence to the reality within the classroom. This suggests that even the 
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identity of teacher are structured and defined by the wider institutional environment. 
It is also argued that these reveal the mythical and decoupled nature of educational 
organizations whose legitimacy depends on close conformance to institutionalized 
rules of the society (Weick 1976; Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 
1992a, 1992b; Meyer & Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992). 
In the first part of chapter 6, it is argued that the kinds of explanations that the 
teachers used to make sense of the changes are the building blocks of a frame of 
reference that constitutes both the incorporation and resistance of the institutional 
change, which is a product of modem society, or more specifically the modem 
education institution. Indeed, it is shown in the above that these explanations are 
generated and elaborated by various professional groups whose legitimacy is granted 
by the education institution. In any case, it is argued that the meanings that teachers 
may attribute to the changes they encounter are not the sole product of individual 
actions but are subject to the influence of the wider institutional environment as well 
(Meyer 1977; Meyer, Boli & Thomas 1987; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & 
Scott 1992; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Scott 2001; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
Based on the above, it is argued that the reforms serves as an institution that allows 
the education institution to respond to and to incorporate the changes in the 
worldwide ideology or image of a world society, instead of changing according to the 
internal needs of the society as a whole or the specific dominant class or status groups 
in that society. The legitimacy of the education institutions of particular nation-state 
and the nation-state itself is thus maintained by having an education system that is the 
same as every other nation-state, i.e. isomorphic in formal structure with the widely 
shared cultural model of what an education system should look like (Meyer, Boli & 
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Thomas 1987; DiMaggio & Powell 1991; Meyer & Rowan 1992a, 1992b; Meyer & 
Scott 1992; Meyer et al 1997; Meyer, Scott & Deal 1992; Morrow & Torres 1995; 
Frank & Meyer 2002; Meyer, Drori & Hwang 2006). 
It is also argued that whenever an institutional element is adopted in formal structure 
of organization; it may give rise to practical consequences that must be dealt with 
settled. It follows that negotiation is a necessary process through which the norms or 
pattern of expected and proper behavior are once again re-configured and 
re-established, although these consequences might not immediately manifest 
themsel ves at the time of incorporation. 
Based on the above, it is argued that this thesis have demonstrated the important and 
significant role that the institutional environment and its changes, comprising of "the 
rules and belief systems as well as the relational networks that arise in the broader 
societal context" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 14), plays in how an individual makes sense 
of and attribute meanings to who one is, what one does and what kind of relationship 
that one has with others. 
The Significance of Meaning Negotiation Process 
Another .significant contribution of this thesis is the formulation of the framework of 
meaning negotiation process. This thesis sets out to problematize the linkage between 
idea, practice and meaning and propose a framework of meaning negotiation process 
to understand institutional changes in the micro-level. Taking Berger and Luckmann's 
(1966) definition of levels of legitimation as a point of departure and recognizing 
Wuthonow's (1987: 65) formulation of "the issue of shared meaning is really one of 
discourse and behavior", this thesis tries to extend the framework to examine the 
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process of sharing of meaning, i.e. sharing of discourse of behaviors, it is argued that 
we must distinguish idea, practice and meaning in order to probe into the process of 
institutional change in the micro-level. The usefulness and advantage of adopting this 
approach are illustrated in the empirical chapters of this thesis, which is summarized 
below: 
In chapter 3, it is shown that by adopting a framework of meaning negotiation process 
that analytically differentiates the idea, the practice and the meaning involved, we can 
better capture the complicated response that teachers have during the reform. By 
categorizing teachers' response along the dimensions of idea and practice in relation 
to their work and workplace, we can better describe and understand the process of 
decoupling because we can now pinpoint that decoupling can happen in either of or in 
both of the aspects of ideas and practice. It is further shown that teachers can and have 
to undertake different strategies in the negotiation of both dimensions and of the 
linkage between the idea and practice, this implies that their responses as an actor in 
the micro-level as explicated in Scott's "generalized multilevel model of institutional 
forms and flows" (2001:193-195) must be situated within the framework of both 
dimensions in order to adequately capture the complexities of teachers' strategies. 
In chapter 4, the said framework is used to analyze the changes in the idea and 
practice of teacher-student and teacher-parent relationship. It is shown that when these 
ideas are changed and formally adopted in the institution, it entails practical 
consequences that must be dealt with and settled. These practical consequences do not 
only include material resources for one's survival, it also includes manners or 
expectation of proper conduct pertaining to daily encounter and how conflicts are 
resolved and settled in a relationship. This illustrates the pervasiveness of institutional 
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environments that includes "the rules and belief systems as well as the relational 
networks that arise in the broader societal context" (Meyer & Scott 1992: 14), which, 
it is argued in this chapter, includes and refers to the kind of relationship envisioned 
between teachers and other stakeholders of the school in the micro-level. 
In chapter 5, it is shown that the said framework can be elaborated and extended to 
encompass more complicated situations with multiple or even competing ideas, with 
respective practices associated and the linkage thereof. Multi-dimensional models can 
be further constructed should the situation becomes more and more complicated. 
Apart from that, it is further shown that identity can also serve as useful resources to 
be manipulated by teachers themselves. This implies that identity should not be 
treated only as a source of meaning but can also be treated as a source of legitimacy 
(Pedersen & Dobbin 2006). 
In chapter 6, vanous kinds of explanations are preliminarily examined which 
constitute the final step of the meaning negotiation process. It is through attributing 
various explanations to the ideas, practices and the linkage thereof that explain and 
rationalize and legitimate the changes in the institution in the micro-level. It is shown 
that teachers have an important role to play in the whole process of linking up the 
changes in the institutional environment with changes in the classroom (Cobum 2004). 
Teacher' sense-making and interpretation are crucial in this process because these 
affect the way and the extent of de-coupling between institutional structure and actual 
practice, which is one of the core formulations in institutional analysis. The 
framework of meaning negotiation process is shown to serve as the basis to delineate 
this complicated process systematically. 
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To conclude, this thesis has proposed the framework of meaning negotiation process 
in order to first refine the concept of de-coupling to allow for systematically 
presentation of the complicated process undertaken by teachers when they are facing 
changes. Second, it is argued that the framework of meaning negotiation seeks to 
extend and elaborate Scott's "generalized multilevel model of institutional forms and 
flows" in the micro-level (2001:193-195). It is recognized in the model that the actor 
can undertake invention and negotiation as strategies responding to changes. However, 
it is unclear how and in which aspect an actor can undertake what responses. Without 
understanding how they make sense of those changes, it is problematic to talk about 
any responses or strategies at all. It is argued that the framework of meaning 
negotiation process serves to situate these responses in a more systematic manner by 
categorizing them along the dimensions of idea and practice, the linkage thereof as 
well as the meaning or explanation involved that rationalizes and legitimates those 
changes. Thus, this framework can enable us to pinpoint more clearly, for example, 
that an actor can undertake strategies that negotiate about or invent either the idea, the 
practice, the linkage between the two, the meaning and explanation involved, or any 
combination of these elements. This meaning negotiation process serves to 
systematically delineate this process that individuals must go through when they 
encounter institutional change. 
Limitation of the study 
There are limitations pertaining to this study. One of the major limitations was that the 
sample of informants obtained might not be representative of the whole population of 
teachers in Hong Kong. This was because the informants were not obtained from 
random sampling procedures. On the one hand, only those informants who are more 
outspoken and are willing to talk might have agreed to be interviewed. It might have 
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screened out those informants who are less outspoken or less articulate in expressing 
their views, or those who find that it is very difficult to make sense of the said 
changes. On the other hand, informants who are most committed to carry out the 
changes in the educational system might not be interviewed because of their tight 
schedule at work. The informants who are most articulate in their accounts might be 
screened out. It is thus recognized that extra care must be exercised with respect to 
interpretation. 
Moreover, while in-depth interview offered a reasonable degree of flexibility, its 
validity was usually attacked for allowing for a number of biases including selection 
bias, researcher effect as well as memory error (Hitchcock & Hughes 1989). As this 
thesis tried to, however, focus on the teachers' sense-making process, or in other 
words, on how they interpreted and framed their experiences, there was no absolute 
right and wrong answer in that regard. Only those descriptions pertaining to the 
details of the informants' actual action might be subject to memory error. Therefore, 
reasonable steps were taken to ensure the validity of data as far as possible, for 
example, by cross checking the details with relevant policy documents. 
"Triangulation", which refers to the use of more than one method of data collection, is 
a technique used to cross-validate the data obtained from the interview. Apart from 
triangulation from multiple sources, re-interviewing and re-analysis of the transcripts 
are also common techniques that can be used to validate the data obtained. Thus, the 
interview were first transcribed and re-interview were conducted with the participants 
to follow up issues and themes identified from preliminary analysis when necessary 
(Cohen & Manion 1994; Hitchcock & Hughes 1989). 
On the other hand, there are limitations to the theoretical perspective as well. In 
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choosing to adopt new institutionalism that stresses on the cognitive aspect of the 
making sense of the institutional change, I have not been able to pay attention to 
another important aspect pertaining to the individual- emotion. Readers are reminded 
of the case of Eliza, who has expressed an emotional reaction when commenting the 
loss of manners by students nowadays. This actually reveals an often neglected aspect 
of institutional analysis - how individuals' emotions are related to the institution that 
they are embedded in. A recent attempt that tries to examine the relationship between 
emotion of the teacher in the micro-level and the institution in the context of Hong 
Kong from the sociological perspective is the £tudy conducted by Ho (2006). My 
thesis is different from Ho's thesis in a sense that although my thesis also focuses on 
teachers in the micro-level, my focus is more on their sense-making process and less 
on their emotional reaction from a sociological perspective. It is suggested that future 
research should try to understand the relation or connection between institutions and 

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Appendix Workplace and Reality 
Appendix B 
Screen capture for advertisement from the Education Bureau, HKSAR, with transcript 
Screen capture 
Title: New Senior Secondary Academic Structure - Teachers' Role 
166 
Figure 1 
I am Mr. Chan. I'm a secondary 
school teacher 
Figure 2 
And a Creative one too! 
Figure 3a 
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Figure 3b 
Smile broadly when the student 
pays attention © 
Figure 4 
You can learn a lot outside 
classroom 
Figure 5 
I am friends to my students 
Appendix 
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Workplace and Reality 
Figure 6 
Sometimes, 1 am also a social 
worker. 
Figure 7 
Smilingly said "I am a student 
too!" 
Figure 8 
Mr. Chan smilingly listens and 




Workplace and Reality 
Figure 9 
That's the way to be a good 
teacher! 
Figure 10 
Student at the back says, "Yes, 
that's right!" 
Screen cap obtained from video archive accessed on 23rd July 2008, from the webpage of the 





Transcripts (official version) 
New Senior Secondary Academic Structure - Teachers' Role 
Voice Over: 
I'm Mr Chan, 
I'm a secondary school teacher, and a creative one too! 
That's the meaning of "River Chu and Boundary Han". 
We don't just learn in the classroom ... 
I'm a friend to my students! 
Workplace and Reality 
Sometimes we may need to counsel them and help them solve their problems. 
And, I'm a student! 
I'm taking professional development courses to prepare myself for the new senior secondary 
academic structure which starts in 2009. 
That's the way to be a good teacher! 
Super: 3 3 4 
The New Academic Structure 
A New Perspective on Learning 
Education Bureau 
Source: 
Accessed on 23rd July 2008, from the webpage of the Information Services Department, The 
Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region: 
http://www.isd.gov.hk/chilapimore.htm#edu 
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